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Prologue: The Road Awaits 


Author's Notes: 


Well, | saw the prompt, my mind called in the troops, and with all the ideas coming in, | had to go in for the 
attack. Ended up going AU for having a string of shows prior to the night they would have been together in 
reality, just to accommodate prompt progression (with some help from a tour date archive site to find out 
actual cities Winger would have stopped in). | have Cinderella listed now because while they won't be the main 
focus, those guys will have some small but notable roles later on. Title is a combination of song lyrics -"In and 
Out of Love" and "Time to Surrender" -the relevance of it becomes more clear in a later chapter that may or 
may not be up before the reveal (I'm not speculating if I'll get everything leading up to it finished as | upload 
this first chapter on the lith, because I've already learned how that works!) I'm already having too much fun 
here, so before | catch the nervous train, I'm just gonna say Merry Christmas, BaronZemo, and hope you enjoy 


the ride these guys are about to take off onl 


"Cinderella and Winger started their run together back in Kentucky at the beginning of this month. They've 
been making their run out around the Midwest and in the Great Lakes region, and you guys are hooking up 
with them in Tallahassee. Your first date together is on April 5th; thats two weeks from now. All your dates 
from that point forward are with each other -they'll have some extras between yours, but Tallahassee, 
Miami, Tampa, Orlando, everyone gets a couple days off, they play Greenville and Augusta on their own, then 
you get back with them to play Atlanta and Savannah together. Winger will get a day of downtime with you 
while Cinderella goes on their own in Greensboro. Everyone gets another day off when they come back from 
that, then you all get five nights in a row -Columbia, Charlotte, Fayetteville, Hampton, Richmond, we travel up 
to Hershey.” 


Jon Bon Jovi gave the most convincing smile he could to show that he was partially listening as he tuned out 
most of Doc McGhee's monologue running through the tour logistics. He'd already seen the documentation 
during the planning stages at the beginning of the tour for all the different stretches with different 
accompanying bands; thus, nothing their manager had sat him down for in their two-day respite from the road 


was new or worth burning precious downtime on so far. 


Doc had only now started to deliver new information by going into all the cities they'd be stopping in up the 
coast, and circling up around their hometowns after another three-day break in the tour. Technically, not even 
new -Jon had seen it at the start of the year, but had not committed it to memory or had it on a written 
itinerary when it was months out. And while that information was at least unfamiliar, their tour manager, 
Richard Bozzett, would go over it anyway when they met up in Florida with Cinderella and Winger to get 


everyone on the same page together and distribute itineraries, so there wasn't much point in that either. 


"not all the same nights together, but you will be on the same roads together through May fourth -your 
buses will be on the same path -likely driving right beside each other up the highway if timing getting out of 
town goes on schedule. You got a main trend up 95 North and all the same side roads running inland; you'll be 


at all the same hotels... and you'll have two more dates with them in July out in Ohio." 


Jon flinched as Doc stood up in the middle of his monologue and loudly unfolded the map traced in pen out in 
front of him that he always showed the tours on. The stretch he was currently on was traced in orange, and 
the one he'd be on shortly with Cinderella and Winger was traced in green, and on the side, sticky notes with 
lists of names from each band and everyone involved -the bands, the road crews, even the bus drivers in 


case someone got lost and their own driver wasn't reachable. 


"So this is who you'll have grouped with you and traveling together for the next month. Every show, every 
hotel, every night on festival grounds -except for open times on the itinerary where you all are free to do 
what you want, you guys are all together. Up the coast, take a loop around New England, end with a show in 
New York, your bus will take you guys right by home in Jersey for a quick stop before heading overseas, and 
that's when you divert, because Winger's going up to Maine with Cinderella-" 


"-and the Cinderella bus will take them to Philly for a break in the three-day gap we have between Richmond 
and Hershey like | asked when we planned this," Jon cut in. He stated it gently, but in the way that said it had 
better been done. He'd helped start Cinderella, and he still had a strong mind when it came to making sure they 


had what they needed. 


"Yes," sighed Doc. "We got them a driver employed by the line who lives there, so he would be stopping at that 
charter station anyway, and they'll be switching drivers to go up North." 


"Good" 


Jon knew them all very well -Tom, Eric, Fred, and Jeff -and Rick when he had occasional shows with them. He 
still wanted nothing but the best for those guys. They all had their flaws, much like Jon and his bandmates did, 
but they were all reasonable and kind in nature. Tom was quieter than the average frontman, but his good 


looks and ability to stay steady under stress were enough to make up for it. 


Much the opposite, Jon didn't know any of the guys in Winger, or if he did, then he couldn't recall having heard 
any of the names in the past he had heard, and he still had yet to associate all the first names and last 
names with appropriate combinations. He hadn't directly communicated with any of them over the tour yet - 
only by messages passed between Doc and their tour manager, Richard Bozzett -but from what he could tell, 
they were a down to earth bunch too. Tom had met them before, and had told Jon with general terms -not 


mentioning any names in particular -that they were all a lot of fun to hang out with. 


"Rich will brief the rest of the band right before you get to Florida if you need a refresher on it. Do you have 


any questions?" 


Jon started to shake his head out of habit; he'd learned that unless it was something that was a true 
management case, he was better off to ask a tour manager unless he wanted a much longer and complicated 


version of the answer. He'd heard enough from Doc about the tour already. 


However, Jon did have a question, and one that Doc was his best bet for unless he wanted to wait two weeks 


to get to Florida So he stopped himself and pointed up to the ceiling instead. 


"Actually, | know you've had files for Cinderella in the past. On that thought, is there any chance you've got 
anything where | can see who's in Winger, or at least see some names so that | don't look like a complete ass 


getting there and not knowing who the hell any of them are?" 


It wasn't that Jon hadn't heard them on the radio or knew they had risen pretty quick in popularity -the 
touring life had just been so busy that he hadn't really had the chance to read up on them. He had that 
excuse for himself, but it still wasn't an excuse he saw to greet them like one of the freshmen bands that 


still went unheard of. 


"Their fact sheets for your road crew are right in front of you on the desk underneath Cinderella's." Doc 
pointed to a folder on the desk. "You can look through it if you want -it doesn't have any major personal or 
legal information on it. Just make sure it gets to your roadies or to Rich like | told you -no exceptions. That 
has all their gear and roadcase tags and information on it. We've got three bands running together for weeks 


on end, and they're new to us, so we don't know how organized their crew is. If we don't have that, I'll bet you 


guys that one of the crews is going to pick up part of someone else's gear by mistake in the rushing around. 
So just that our guys have an easy way to find whatever and get it back to them if they screw up and hear 


someone say something's missing, that's it" 


"I gotcha, Doc." Jon leaned back in the swiveling chair and casually spun it around once before picking up the 
stack. In zoning out, he hadn't heard Doc tell him to take the stack to the crew, but it was a song and dance 


he'd performed many times now and already saw coming. 


He just hadn't always known what everything in it was for. Nor had he ever had much interest in what was 


inside to sneak a look for kicks. 


He hadn't anticipated finding himself still in the office looking through it after Doc left either, but now that he 


was curious to find out who he would be with, getting out of that office wasn't quite as pressing. 


With the folder spread open, he slid over the first four fact sheets for Cinderella he knew well, and noted with 
a grin that there was a fifth. 


Rick's gonna be there for some of the larger shows; cooll 


But whether or not Rick Criniti would be along for the run was beside Jon's point, so he slid that sheet over 
and found the start of the stack for Winger -what he was looking for. 


The first ID file boasted a photo that Jon would best make sure Richie Sambora didn't see if he didn't want 
playful teasing that they were copying each other's hairstyles, with the honey-colored blond, poodle-like curls 
he had. Though, Jon could make the argument that his curls weren't quite as tight as the ones in the photo, 
and that his potential doppelgänger in Winger was much more babyfaced with his rounded cheeks, taller, and 
slimmer. For lack of a better description, he looked like a nervous Golden Retriever that was one startle away 
from tucking his tail between his legs. He might as well have been trying to disappear in his hair and looked far 
too innocent for the context he stood in -but Jon had a feeling he had a few dirty thoughts in his head that 


would prove otherwise. 


Jon looked below the photo to his general information he had access to -mainly the information his gear would 
be labeled with, should the wrong crew accidentally pick it up when they were traveling together and need to 
identify it. He was able to take from it that he played guitar, and his name was Reb Beach. In reality, he 
figured Reb was likely a nickname for something else not included in the information they had. He would have 
to meet Reb in person before considering if he was the type who would get riled up if he asked just what it 


was short for. 


He turned to the next page. This ID photo showed another tall figure, but one with a build not as slim as Reb's. 
He was lean, but he had wider set shoulders. In contrast to Reb, his hair was dark and full with frizzy curls 
that tried to cover his eyes, and it was hard to tell if his grin was rambunctiously playful, or simply looked 
that way due to the downward slant of his thick, dark eyebrows. Either or, Jon got a strong sense that he 
would be a fun one. He wouldn't be surprised if he would be the most likely to hang out between bands, or if 


the guys in Cinderella ended up liking him. 


A further look through his gear listed told him that he played guitar and keyboard, and that his name was 


Paul Taylor. Two other names followed in parenthesis for older gear labels -"Horrors" and "Horowitz". 


He's got a lot in common with Lemma, Jon thought to himself. If Paul's sense of humor was anything like that 
of David Bryan and they ended up spending time with all three bands together, the two of them put together 


might just prove to be dangerous. Even more dangerous if they egged Richie on with them. 


One thing's for sure; it won't be boring with them. That, Jon knew, and he'd still only seen half of them; he also 
knew it could get more interesting yet. He turned the page again, knowing he still needed to see a drummer, a 
bassist, and a singer. Since there were only four of them, the latter had to be taken on along with one of the 
former two, and Jon suspected the singing duties were more likely to be shared with the bass. 


The next fact sheet ID showed a man who appeared to have a much smaller build than his previous two 
bandmates. Like Paul, he had dark hair and frizzy bangs over his eyes, but his curls were much looser and 
didn't seem to stand up on end. He had the sweetest smile, and a hint of weariness in his eyes. Jon could easily 
figure that he was the adult of the group. Possibly older than the rest too, as he didn't have the same 
babyfaced features, but Jon didn't doubt he wasn't still plenty playful and energetic if he was in a newer band 


of its type. 


He was their drummer. Rod Morgenstein. Some of his gear ID suggested old labels from The Dixie Dregs, and 
the lightbulb switched on as all the ends came together with the familiar name. He was practically a veteran 
to touring then -even more than Jon with the huge status he held. If there was likely to be a down to Earth 
person of them to get to know, he would easily place his bet on Rod. 


With one last page, Jon slipped it out from under Rod's. This had to be their singer and bassist. 


He was slightly taller than Rod with an athletic build -muscular, but not excessively so. Loose, dark brown 
curls framed his face in a way that accentuated his cheekbones, which were the right shape to make him 
have an impish, baby-faced appearance, even with stubble lining his jaw. His eyebrow slant offset any 


innocence, giving him a naughty and impish look that was much more intense than Paul's. 


But most notable to Jon was the playful, suggestive spark in his eyes and his bright smile that he could not 
find any better word to describe -cheesy as he felt the term was -other than dazzling. There was something 
familiar about it. Too familiar. Especially paired with the assertive posture Kip took -even for an ID photo, he 
leaned casually onto one leg and placed a hand on his non-weight-bearing hip that consequently stuck out and 
gave some perspective of his athletic build below his waist before the photo cut off. Jon had seen that stance 


and that smile somewhere before. 


The chances weren't bad that he in fact might have. Jon had had plenty of small, obscure bands open shows 
at smaller venues, and there were plenty of other bands of all kinds of sizes with fast-changing lineups he'd 
played with too. It was possible he could have seen Kip just about anywhere; it was possible he could have 


played with another band at which he was there one night, and played with that same band three months later 


and Kip wouldn't have been there anymore. 


There was something special about Kip though, and that narrowed down the possibilities. At the very least, 
he'd had a conversation with him backstage or something of the sort -and he knew he'd had a few experiences 
go beyond that with musicians he'd met. Still, he didn't remember any singing bassists, and he didn’t know if Kip 
might have been playing a different instrument prior to his time in Winger. There were too many factors to 


chase down at once, especially trying to place Kip out of the context he'd found him in 
Ive seen you before. Dont remember where and when, but | know I have. 


Jon flinched when he realized as he studied the photo and got lost in digging through his thoughts, he'd 
subconsciously sneaked his index finger across the photo as if he could reach in and stroke it through Kip's 


hair. It looked soft, even with the poor photo quality. 


Alright, that's enough Whenever it was, it wasn't coming to Jon, and probably wouldn't while he was staring at 
fact sheets in an office of all places. Besides that, he had things to get done in the short time he had left at 
home before he had two more weeks out with Skid Row, and then he would arrive in Florida and face Kip in 


person. 


Oh well. He had two weeks until they got to Tallahassee. Plenty of time for it to come back to him, and if it 
didn't, surely a good look in person rather than on a grainy ID photo would tell him. At least that was what Jon 
hoped. 


Prologue 2: Roll On Down the Highway 


Author's Notes: 

Its a long way to Miami, heading out from Tallahassee. Needless to say, even without a little bit of tension 
starting in the air, the guys would have gotten up to some trouble -so the Winger camp is having some fluff 
before the past comes flying into the present. (I am sorry for the terrible band jokes; they are proof of why | 
should not be allowed to have music on long drives because | made them up -don't blame Paul! In music 
theory, there actually is a resemblance though). As for Jon, denial or not, the heat is already on, and 


everyone's rolling down South into slow burn territory. 


Jon could have sworn that he would lose his mind before they made it to Miami. 


The drive -which by the map was eight and a half hours in theory -dragged out forever. Longer than it 
should have, even with the extra time added for rest stops, and the ridiculous amount of morning traffic the 
buses got stuck in along |-I0 East on the way back to the coast, which was now being put to shame by all the 
traffic going into big attraction cities along 95 South. 


He'd fallen asleep in the traffic leaving Tallahassee sometime after 5:00 in the morning, after having had a 
heck of a time trying to fall asleep while thinking about Kip. 


If Jon had had a vague feeling two weeks ago, he had a strong one now after seeing Kip on his way offstage. 
What bugged him was that he hadn't been able to place him before their first night together, and worse; a 


few in-person looks backstage hadn't helped make the connection like he'd been certain it would. 


Chalking it up to trying not to look long enough to make Kip think he was staring was out of the question too. 


By now, Jon knew he had to have thought of his past encounter -and was just in denial as to who he was. 


He woke up at noon, disappointed enough to curl up in his bunk and go back to sleep at the driver's warning 
that their travel time would easily be eleven hours -which was well-founded by the look out the window he 
caught of the Daytona Beach traffic they were crawling through. Now that he was waking up again an hour 
later to find that they were still crawling through Titusville because the connecting state highway going across 
to Orlando was backed up, he was too awake to go back to sleep and left to the mercy of his nagging thoughts. 


The frustration to move somewhere physically channeled itself in the need to get somewhere mentally instead, 
and Jon could have sworn there was a traffic jam in his head of all the countless people he must have run 
into in the past few years. 


Where do | know you trom? 


There were a few images Jon held in his head, hazed over with time and too much of the wild rock and roll 


lifestyle passed in between A few dark-haired guys between the countless groupies he'd spent time with. 


Three in particular as possibilities, but none of them were quite right. 


He could write off one of the three right away. Jon hadn't gotten a name then, but he'd been unkind -so much 
that Jon had been glad to see him leave, and seeing Kip in passing, he knew that couldn't have been him. 


His singing voice wasn't familiar, but the flat, calming monotone Jon heard Kip using between his bandmates 
backstage did sound like something he'd heard before. It was just flat enough that he could decide for certain 
he wasn't just noticing a resemblance to Jeff LaBar's monotone, which Jon heard quite often. Kip's was softer, 


yet more confident at the same time. Different for sure, and he'd heard it at some point. 


There were two other possibilities Jon could think of -two guys with hair dyed jet black at that time -and had 
one of them had a speaking voice that flat? 


There was that one night he'd spent with one of Alice Cooper's short-term bass players. Jon had a hunch, and 
he couldn't decide whether he still wasn't seeing enough resemblance, or if he was just in denial of what he'd 


be facing, should he have found it to be correct. 


He'd been energetic and confident. Not as confident as Kip seemed to be backstage, but Jon knew how taking on 
the role of a frontman could do a thing or two to how one projected himself. Jon remembered a low, flat voice 
just above a whisper, and jet black hair that was surprisingly softer than it had looked under the stage lights. 
Unlike Kip now, he'd had clean-shaven baby-faced features, but that could have easily changed in time. And 
had Kip indeed been that bass player, he wouldn't have been wearing fake blood around his mouth like he had 
then. And maybe the blood had been the thing to make the teeth he'd bared evilly that night look unusually 
bright, or perhaps they'd just been that way, and that was why the much more friendly smile Jon had seen as 


Kip ran around backstage with his bandmates looked like something from a past encounter. 


Maybe Kip would have come to him if that were the case, but Jon had screwed that one up, and not even 
realized it until last night, rolling out of Tallahassee when his mind first settled on that bass player he'd seen 
back in ‘Bb. That bass player clad in all black with baby-faced features, bright blue eyes, and surreally perfect 
teeth.. 


| had wondered what he would have looked like smiling that night too, Jon ceded to himself. / could imagine it looking 
lke that 


It was probably more than enough to draw a conclusion, but Jon was self-admittedly stubborn, and his denial 
wasn't going anywhere yet. He wanted to catch a view from backstage and see Kip in action If he could see 


just how Kip acted onstage, he knew that would give him answer enough. 


But they weren't going on tonight -he had another night to wait through, and he couldn't see Kip at all as long 
as they stayed stuck on a bus rolling down the highway at a speed a sloth could have outrun If they didn't 
get out of their current delay and to the hotel soon, they'd end up catching afternoon rush hour going into 


Miami too, Jon realized with a moan, standing up to walk the length of the bus aisle a couple of times in hopes 


it would alleviate the intense need he felt to move someplace already. 


As they traveled further south, the air was getting hotter and thicker by the minute. Jon could imagine the 
bus struggling to push through an invisible barrier of humidity. And with each southbound mile they crawled, 
the stifling atmosphere turned what started out feeling like a small jolt of unpleasant realization into a growing 
weight on his heart that he couldn't get rid of, no matter how many times he paced through that bus. 


At the back of the three-bus line stuck in traffic, with Cinderella's bus separating them from Bon Jovi's, the 


traffic restlessness was also building on the Winger bus as everyone was waking up. 


Kip had only been up and dressed for a mere half hour, and was on his way back from checking with the 
driver at the front on where they were and how much longer they had until arrival. As he came through the 
tight doorway, he was met by Reb stumbling out of the lavatory, still in the loose t-shirt and shorts he slept 


in and with tangled, messy hair hanging over his squinted eyes. 


He clutched his chest in mock horror and trotted one pace backward to lean flat against the wall, grabbing for 


the wall for dear life with his other hand, wide-eyed and gaping. 
"Some major turn of the universe has occurred and Reb is up before 2:00 on his own!" 


"Not by choice." Reb's face settled in a pout, and along with his disheveled appearance and the groggy mumble 
he spoke in, it was enough that Kip had to laugh. 


"First it was too hot, so | woke up to kick off the covers and get some water to cool off with, which was a 
mistake. Because once | was up, | couldn't get back to sleep no matter how hard | tried, and then | had to get 
up again whether | wanted to or not," he complained. "I give up! | just wanted to sleep as late as possible, but 


forget it. I'm up for the day." 


"You're up for the day before 2:00 o'clock, and in a very pleasant mood about it," Kip added flatly, pulling 
himself off the wall. He grinned when that earned him a sleepy giggle out of Reb. "Lucky for you, the length of 
this drive got us an off night. We might actually go to sleep before 3:00 in the morning and get some extra 
rest. And Paul and Rod have already been up for awhile, so | think we're all kind of having one of those days if 
it makes you feel any better." 


"No, even worse." Reb leaned against the wall and closed his eyes like he wanted to go back to sleep right 
there. "| don't like that. | know it's probably nothing, but for all of us to wake up early and not fall asleep again 
doesn't sit right -| don't want to go there, but if we end up dealing with some sort of trouble at some point 
this week." 


"Well, if we do, then we'll figure it out. No need in worrying about it before it happens when we don't know 


what it is." 


Inside, Kip pushed down just the faintest feeling he had of his own that trouble was in fact brewing. He was 


aware of couple of things that could end up haunting him, considering their current arrangement, but it wasn't 


anything troublesome. 


He had some unanswered questions from the past that were so open in nature, they could have really been 
founded on anything he wasn't aware of. For once, Kip was more inclined to leave them unanswered and hope 
that the past would just stay quietly in the past, and that all would proceed as if one experience he'd lived had 
never happened. If it didn't, he just hoped it wouldn't present itself as something nasty. As of last night, he 
only had one little inkling that he might have a few things to deal with, but then it was gone, and he wasn't 


going to worry until he had real reason to. 
Reb nodded in agreement. 


"Rod and Paul have been up in the back lounge for a couple hours." Kip changed the subject, for Reb's good and 
his own. "If you're not gonna go back to bed, maybe we oughta go see what they're up to now that you're up 
and hang out together ‘til we get there. We still got awhile." 


Reb nodded, still not talkative beyond complaints in his waking state. Kip walked into the lounge with Reb on his 
heels, where Paul and Rod sat on the couch to the right of the path, having clearly abandoned their attempt 

to watch some cartoon on the TV that had a flickering picture, broken up by the shivering, grey lines of weak 
antenna signal. Paul was snickering, and with the way he was grinning and bouncing in his seat as he exchanged 


with Paul, Rod was amused by whatever it was they were talking about. 


"Alright, you two are up to something without us," Kip scolded, "and this early in the day too. What's going on 


in here?" 


"Oh, nothing; we weren't being good.” Rod held a hand out and dragged it down through the air as if to knock 
the question down, which only got curiosity sparking in Kip's eyes, and succeeded in getting Reb to push his 
bangs out of his eyes so that he looked half-awake rather than like he was sleepwalking. 


"Well, we need some distraction from the heat," said Paul innocently. "Good morning, now that you've joined us. | 


see Reb just woke up, so welcome back to the world of living.” 


Reb unceremoniously flopped down on the couch on the other side of the path and pulled one knee up to his 
chest to rest his cheek on and not have to hold his head up. 


"He's successfully been resuscitated, but he's not quite ready to come off the life support yet," Kip teased, 
settling down next to him. His playfully inquisitive grin did not go away before he looked back across to the 
other couch, and Paul began snickering again, knowing what was coming next. 


"So, really, what did we miss in here?" 


"We're misbehaving," said Rod sheepishly. "We heard the crew's radio last night and we're being bad -it all 
started with making a crack at how ‘Roll on Down the Highway’ by Bachman Turner Overdrive vaguely sounds 


like ‘We're an American Band' by Grand Funk Railroad if you listen close enough." 


"Similar vocal style, and same key, minus a few different modal turns," Kip rationalized, gazing up to the ceiling 
and tapping his forefinger and thumb together to two distinctly different rhythms as he skimmed through the 
two songs in his head. "Especially on Grand Funk pushing more of a minor sound. Not that similar, but there 
are a few places | could hear the resemblance. Mostly the verses. Progression under the guitar solo on BIO 
comes close to matching the chorus for Grand Funk -it's most of the same progressions in different order" 


He nodded in concession. 
"Same kind of chugging rhythm riff in places too." Reb looked confused. "I don't get what's bad about that" 


Paul shrugged. "Maybe it's not as bad as Rod's making it out to be. We were just mentioning at how funny that 
is with those two songs, since Randy Bachman came out of The Guess Who -just about the most anti- 
American band if you take one of their hits seriously!” 


‘American woman, stay away from mel" Kip sang, nudging Reb to try and make him sing along, but Reb 
exhaustedly buried his face in a pillow instead. 


"Man, Reb, you really don't function before 3:00 o'clock anymore," Paul laughed. 


"| don't know. Did | to begin with?" To everyone else, his question was incoherent murmurs muffled in the 


pillow. 


"Anyway, I'd like to know if Randy Bachman felt the same way Burton Cummings did, and if his sentiment on 
American women extend to all we American bands," Paul continued, struggling to talk through the urge to laugh 
more. "Because while that would be a little bit harsh, there's a tale about groupies, and well, if they're 
following us, | guess if we don't stay away, they don't stay away either!" 


Kip lunged across the aisle and playfully smacked Paul in the arm. 
"Ow! What'd | do this time?!" 


Flopping back down on the couch beside Reb, Kip mimed exasperation, tossing his head back and turning his 


wrist out to lay the back of his hand over his forehead. "Aw, Paul, and we're back on the back of the bus talk 
again-" 


"while we're in the back of the bus, no less, and sitting on the couches where it all happens," Reb added, 
lifting his head from the pillow he'd balanced on his knees to grin ruefully, right before crashing back down in 
it. 


"IFs just now 2:00 o'clock and he's already got his mind in the gutter digging for trouble" Rod couldn't quite 
keep a grin out of his weary look. "That's alright, I'm right in it with him, and he's pulling Reb down in it too." 


"What, he's not pulling me down in the gutter as well?" asked Kip. He twitched his eyebrows impishly as he got 
up and motioned like he was also about to smack Rod too, who then pretended to shrink against Paul's side. 


"Your mind was already in the gutter before we came in here, and you know it" Reb reached up and tugged on 
the hem of Kip's t-shirt, forcing him to sit back down, which earned himself a hit to his own arm instead. 


"Ouch!" He pretended to fall over sideways, kicking his feet up as he slid down to lie on his back on the seat of 


the couch. 


"Hit me back," Kip challenged, motioning like he was going to do it again just to play with him. But Reb just 
shook his head and sat back up to huddle around the pillow again 


"Hit me back, or is it too early for that too?" 


"Be glad. If any of us were like Randy Bachman and Burton Cummings, we might be hitting each other for real.’ 
Rod jumped back to misbehaving with Paul. "I think nowadays they'd both sooner tell each other to stay away 
than tell that to a groupie in the US. Kind of sad and funny at the same time when you think of it." 


"They'd definitely tell us to stay away with the amount of girls following bands today, and even though we 
can't compare ourselves to some bands out there in terms of getting followed -like one traveling with us right 


now -we can't deny that either!" Reb began cracking up on the couch. 


"But did the notorious American band Grand Funk claimed themselves to be really have a lot of American 
women following it?" Paul gave a naughty grin. "Maybe in those days the girls would rather chase after the 
Canadian guys if those were their options!" 


Rod groaned, which made Reb crack up even harder at his reaction on top of the joke. Then Kip put his foot 


down. 
"Alright, | learned bass to Grand Funk records, so lim not gonna rag on them but so much." 
"That's fair," agreed Paul. "I'll take that; that is fair." 


"IIl still rag on The Guess Who and BTO and take a joke on myself, and I'm not saying you all can't joke on Grand 
Funk -l just won't go that far because | figure they deserve better from me." Now Kip was the one with a 
weary hint in his playful expression 


"Well, if anyone in this line of buses deserves the joke on them, its Jon Bon Jovi," said Paul. "Not only does he 
get followed by girls, but there are plenty of guys who would send looks his way -if there was a guy who 
would be directly dangerous to Randy and Burt-" 


"Actually, that's kind of funny, because when we were around the common backstage lounge outside the 


dressing rooms last night coming off so that Cinderella could go on, | think | saw Jon Bon Jovi gazing a bit in 


our direction," noted Rod. "For him of all people to do that -Kip, if there was still an argument out there, now 
you've officially hit the top hot-frontman ranks we used to joke about, when someone already there without 
argument is staring lovingly-" 


Before anyone could notice that all the light vanished from Kip's smile, Paul held up his hands and his 
expression went deathly serious. 


"-Whoal Actually, none of us are gonna go there, guys," he warned. "We're not gonna go there. Let's not" 


On top of Paul's rare lack of humor, Reb's smile disappeared too. Rod looked between Paul's stony face, and Kip, 
who now looked nervous and relieved at the same time. He almost started to ask what they all knew that he 
didn't, but stopped short at just barely opening his mouth, deciding that it had to be a sensitive topic if it was 
something that Paul wouldn't make into fun and games. It was rare enough when Paul was the one reining him 


in rather than the opposite way around. 


"Anyway, I'll bet The Guess Who and BTO would tell Bon Jovi as a whole to stay away and wouldn't dare tour 
with them, because they'll all have a whole line of girls waiting for them all the way back up the road to 
Jersey," said Reb, breaking the awkwardness by pulling it back to their original joke, and he sucked in his lips 
and stared as if to say silently that there was no argument against that conclusion 


Paul lost his playful resolve entirely then. 


"Oh, take us back to New York, please" He pulled his thin t-shirt away from his body and shook it to fan 


himself. "It's not even summer yet, we still have an hour further South to go, and it's already too hot." 


"Don't complain now when we're gonna be playing outside in it tomorrow under lights. It's really the humidity on 


top of the heat thats gonna kill us," Rod figured. 


"Paul, I'm from Colorado and you're from California. Something doesn't add up here," Kip chuckled from where 
he sat splayed out on the couch, trying to catch any draft of airflow he could from the bus air conditioner 
that could hardly keep up. "You should have been with Reb and | when we were moving in together. Now that 


actually was in the summer, but with everything we had to do in it, that was make-you-wanna-cry hot." 


| honestly don't think this is much worse," Reb agreed. "Playing is the only thing that really saves it from not 


being fun. At least everywhere else we're playing is North of here." 


‘Its only for a couple days," Rod added, trying to be positive with Reb. “Besides that, | survived going to school 
down here. It didn't kill me, so it's not that bad" 


"Oh, its gonna be so much easier for all of us once we're past Tampa. Rest of this stretch of tour will be 


easy, no worries for us-" 


"Paul, you'd better knock on some wood!" scolded Rod, reaching over and rapping his knuckles hard on the wall 


panels of the bus, which may have had some thin, composite wood beneath the veneer. 

Reb promptly followed. "Just to be sure!" 

"Yeah, let's not say that" Kip sat up straight and held his hands up so that he had no contact with anything 
but the surface under him, and nearly fell over sideways as the bus suddenly accelerated. "Look, | haven't 
entirely decided whether | believe all the superstition or not, but | wouldn't go that far. And definitely not when 
the bus just got up to speed!" 


But whether it was the result of superstition and luck, or destined to happen anyway, the traffic backups and 
sheer Florida heat would end up being the least of Kip's concerns by the end of their next night onstage. 


The least of his concerns, and the least of Jon's too. 


I. You Know That I've Seen Your Face Before 
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on to the next stop sometime after the big reveall 


"Winger is coming off, Cinderella is going on, you guys are on in an hour tops; where is Jon?!" 


Richard Bozzett was yelling as he ran around backstage, trying to make sure all was ready to go in the Bon 


Jovi camp. 


Jon could hear him from where he'd tucked himself in the backstage tunnel that ran behind the wall separating 
the common area and hallway leading to the dressing rooms, and below the set of steps that led up to the 
actual stage. He'd ascended the steps for the show and watched from the wings, just out of sight from 
everyone except the stage crew along the back wall where cables ran from the cabinets and speakers. Now 
that it was over, he stood at the bottom of the stairs, where the backs of the amplifier stacks were just 
above his head in the passageway. 


Please, Rich, just wait a little longer -two minutes. III be quick. HI be there; | promise. 


He felt bad that disappearing from the band's dressing room and not being visible in the lounge was now leading 
to panic over where he'd been for so long without telling anyone, but he had far more pressing worries on his 
mind and far more important things he needed to do right now while he had the adrenaline-driven rush of 


confidence, and before he could sit down and berate himself too much. 


Jon knew he was going to berate himself anyway tonight, regardless of what else happened, and with each call 
from Richard looking for him, he felt the urge to shake off an invisible, guilty weight that he did not need 
added on top of what he had to deal with already. 


It had been his hope to find a place to watch the stage where he wasn't in need of guards or distracting from 
Winger's performance, and this venue's backstage tunnel had served his purpose for it quite well. When he'd 
hidden away, he'd planned to watch the first song of the set. Maybe two, if that was as long as it took to see 
the band do introductions. 


Now, he had extracted himself from his hiding spot in the tunnel just over an hour later as the band was 
preparing to exit the stage. 


While he hadn't expected to be caught up and stay there the whole time, he had come to expect in the 
minutes before the first chords of the night were struck that his sensation of denial would be ripped away 


from him in a less than gentle manner. He had been correct. 


He'd known well enough, though there was still the slightest chance otherwise when Kip strutted out onstage 
with his bass. 


But when Jon saw Kip drop down to the ground with a spin -looking as though he was kneeling, but never once 
losing contact with his pointed toes on the ground as he held his low position, then springing back up 
effortlessly a moment later with another spin and lift of his bass in time to the music, he knew exactly where 
he'd seen that move before. 


By the time he'd pulled himself out of the past in his mind which he'd nearly forgotten, the last song of the 
set was halfway through. 


Richard continued calling around the common backstage lounge. "Tico, have you seen Jon?" 


"No, sir. He disappeared right before Winger went on, | thought he went to give Tom a pep talk -you know how 
he is." 


Richie jumped through the doorway of the band's dressing room to appear suddenly beside Tico. "Thats right, 
because Tom is the shyest frontman there is. He needs some lessons from Jon -you'd think his record deal 


would be enough of a request!" 
Richard rubbed his temples and sighed. 


"Well if he did, they're about to go on, so he'd better be back in our dressing room in the next ten minutes. If 
he's not, one of you guys need to go hunt him down, because I've already said I'm not playing these kinds of 
games right before show time," he scolded. "And tell him to drink some water with whatever else he's had to 
drink, if he hasn't already. The weather here might not be rough on his voice, but it will be hard on his body. 
And everyone else's too. All of you guys had better be keeping yourselves hydrated | mean it; | don't care 
what all your other priorities are or what order they're in, but hydration had better be at the top of that list 


tonight, because I'm not carrying your ass offstage if you pass out!" 


Richard's threat was loud enough that it carried across the divider to where Jon could hear it in the 


backstage tunnel and question if he wouldn't pass out for entirely different reasons. He wasn't the only one in 


that tunnel who heard it either. 


Oh, trust me, | already know, Kip thought to himself as he trotted uncomfortably down the steps from the 


stage to access the tunnel, slightly behind his bandmates after hanging back to greet the fans along the 
forgotten corners of the stage. 


He'd learned well enough with Alice that not only did sweat not evaporate at all when the air was already 
saturated, but under the hot stage lights, there was no cooling effect from being wet either. The perspiration 
soaked up the excess heat from the lights like a sponge and kept it sticking it to him. Tonight was one of those 
inevitable nights when it didn't matter what he did before the show to prevent it; he was leaving the stage 
soaking wet, too thirsty to swallow without pain, and lightheaded enough that one more twirl with his bass 
might have landed him on the stage floor. A dull ache was already setting in his forehead, and despite how the 
sweat was causing his leather pants to rub painfully with each stride -enough that he wanted to pull them off 
right then and there if it were physically possible -he also wanted to get in the shower with his clothes on 
and wait until he was cooled down to fight with getting them off. And he was all but on a one-track mind to 
doing just that. 


All but on a one-track mind, until it derailed when someone grabbed him by the shoulder -too firmly to be a 


mistake, and with fingers too long and callused to be from an out of control groupie. 


Turning around, he found himself face to face with Jon Bon Jovi. Almost as it had been three years ago, 
except that he looked stricken rather than seductive. And though there was no mirror or other reflective 


surface in the dark of the backstage tunnel to confirm it, Kip was sure the same was true for himself. 
Oh boy, here we go. 


"Jon" Kip nodded his greeting in a low voice, just above a whisper as he tried not to gag -not on saliva, but the 


lack thereof. "| guess you were back here-" 


It's a hell of a show you put on," said Jon. "You made it quicker than | expected, and that was already a high 


one. 


"Not the way | expected then, but good enough for me." Kip smirked with his tongue-in-cheek pun, then 
squinted. "Not good enough if you're trying to seduce me tonight -for just a few reasons. What brings you 


back here to me anyway?" 


‘lm not asking anything of you or looking to -l just wanna talk to you and clear things up, if it's the only thing 


we can do together." 


Kip raised an eyebrow and shifted his weight onto one leg to stand, putting his hands on his hips as he did, and 
if that wasn't a look Jon had also seen him make before -if less sassy and more expectant this time. 


‘lm not sure what to say without sounding like a jerk But whether you'd take it or not, | owe you a pretty 
serious apology, Kip. Not just for not sticking to my word, but for forgetting someone | saw enough in to call 


special -like you." 


Kip tried not to look as conflicted or exasperated as he felt, between the sweltering heat, being spent post- 
performance, and the mix of thoughts swirling around fast enough to make his head spin. He wasn't angry or 
repulsed by Jon, he didn't hate him or wish him harm -but he didn't know what kind of light to see him in. He 
didn't want to be unreceptive either. His feelings with Jon were just more complicated than what he could make 
sense of on the spot -even in the best time possible. And while he wasn't sure what that was, Kip did know 
that this was not it in any world. 


"Well, l'm not gonna argue with that. | can't really tell you what | think, but I'm not holding a grudge, so you 


don't need to worry about me plotting revenge while we're together, if that's what you're afraid of." 


"Gee, | didn't think of it that way, but | couldn't blame you if you were." Jon squeezed his eyes shut and 
silently berated himself for his lack of thinking before jumping in 


This is so uncomfortable -for both of us. Why did I think Talking to him now right after the show would be a good 


idea? 
"God, Kip; I'm sorry. | really did mean to get back to you after that; not forget -l'm sorry" 


"Look, Jon. Years have passed since then" Kip gazed to the ceiling while finding his words. "I'm already over it - 
at least | am to my knowledge. We'd barely just met each other, so there's no point in apologizing over and 
over for what's already done and settled. This isn't a great place -if you wanna talk, how about tomorrow 
afternoon, or at the hotel in Orlando when we know we'll have some extra time?" 


"Jon, LAST CALL!" Richard's voice boomed, and this time, he sounded pissed. That was intimidating for Jon just 
as much as it was enough to really make him feel like shit, becouse Richard Bozzett was probably as patient 
as a tour manager came, and he put up with a lot from them. He didn't deserve this added stress, but leaving 
now without at least coming to a decision to meet again -one that would be impossible to forget -would be too 


unfair to Kip on top of their past. 


"Maybe before we both get into trouble too?" Kip shifted his weight to his other leg and flexed his knee with a 


wince. That seemed peculiar. 


"Yeah, um -Orlando." Jon nodded. "I think that's gonna be our best bet -find me backstage in Tampa and I'll tell 
you the room number I'll have there. If | don't come to you at the time we agree, you can come find me and 


call me out for being an idiot and make the call whether we ever speak again" 


It was almost enough for Jon to see Kip's mouth twitch up in a smirk, but it disappeared as they both heard 
the next bit of commotion outside the tunnel. 


"That's it! Richie, you go look backstage; Tico, you check in Cinderella's room. David, if Winger is back to their 


room, ask them if they've seen Jon. 


Everything further drowned out as Cinderella hit their first notes at the audience went wild. 


Kip sighed heavily. "You'd better split. I'd better too. We'll talk about it in Orlando. How about before the show 
then since we don't have a long drive in, or maybe the lOth -that's the day after if I'm remembering right -at 
5:00? We should both be up by then, easy.’ 


"Yeah, that'll work. I'll be there," said Jon. "I promise, whether you believe me or not" Kip looked so exasperated 
post-performance that Jon almost wanted to ask to see him off to his dressing room. But he had looked 
perfectly bright and energetic until the end of the show, regardless of whatever discomfort he was in, and 
he'd been perfectly fine coming offstage the first night, which was also considerably warm. At the last second, 
Jon stopped himself. Kip was overwhelmed already, and he supposed that following him now might make him 
feel worse, or take him back to the past to walk off together. 


So he hung back when Kip continued on his way, just when he heard Richie call out to him in his faked, raspy 
and playful voice. 


“Alright, Jonny.. Bozzett sent me to find you.. Ooooh, you're in trouble now!" 
l really am foo. Not only did Jon have a mess to sort out that he hadn't bargained for when they'd gone 
through the booking process, but he had to wait two agonizing days before he could get anywhere on it. 


Though, that too, was fair in its own way. 


F | left Kp hanging for three years without thinking about it, he deserves to fell me fo wait a couple of days. Jon 


turned around and ran back out into the common area before Richie could get in the tunnel. 


"Where were you?!" Richie demanded. "Getting it on in the tunnel with someone before the show even 


happens?" 
Jon could only shrug his shoulders to that as he followed Richie back to the dressing room. 
By that point, Kip was already to the door of his own, simply questioning whether or not to trust Jon 


Well, Hl see if he sticks to meeting in Orlando to judge that first, and then Hil go from there. 


The first sight he was greeted with was Rod on a chair on the far end of the room, fighting to pull off his 
clothes, which had only stuck more to him as the result of sitting down to perform. 


Past the chair on the floor was Paul, who had stripped off his clothes, donned a towel to keep his modesty, 
and was sprawled out on the tile floor, trying to soak the cool sensation out of the hard, smooth surface. 


Kip cast a weary side-eye to Rod as he limped up to the drink table at the back of the dressing room, 
snatched the first cup of water in his reach, and proceeded to chug half of it before stopping to breathe. He 
didn't care that it was way too fast to do any good for the water loss. his first priority was ridding himself of 
his painfully dry throat. 


"Little rough tonight?" asked Rod. 
"More than | expected" Kip closed his eyes and slowly exhaled, lifting the water cup again 


"Drink the rest of that slow before you wind up getting sick," Rod warned. "Or before you pass out holding 
your breath. You're looking a little dizzy.’ 


"You sound like Alice when you talk like that," Paul murmured from the floor. At that, having taken one more 
swallow of a more reasonable quantity, Kip resorted to dumping the rest of the cup over his head and refilling 
it. 

Rod nudged Paul in the ribs with his toe. "Go take your shower." 


Paul made a faked cry sound to make his point and clutched his chest dramatically. "Dont wanna move," he 


moaned. "It's so far away!" 

"You sound like Reb being dramatic when he doesn't want to get out of bed to go to the bathroom," teased 
Rod. "Hey, after all those references you made to the back of the bus routine yesterday, you'd better clean 
yourself up for whoever'll think to head our way after Bon Jovi gets offstage." 


Paul groaned, pulled himself up from the floor, and grabbed his shower kit on the way around the corner. 


Kip reluctantly set his water down before he could drink it too fast again. "| don't know; if a shower doesn't 


make me feel any better, | might just call it a night" 


"You and | both. | give up," Rod moaned, heading off to the shower with his shirt still on, having already used 
up his patience fighting to get his leather pants off. 


‘lm not even gonna fry.” Kip only stopped by his luggage to kick his shoes off and grab his towel and shower 
kit before following him fully-clothed. 


"Yeah, Reb did that." 


"Look," said Reb defensively over the spray of water from behind the shower curtain, "Usually | do try, but.. 
not tonight!" 


"And we're not saying anything against it either." As he turned the water on full blast, Kip sardonically mused 
to himself how most people would have far different reasons for needing a cold shower after a run-in with 


Jon Bon Jovi, and at one time in the past, he'd been in that boat. 


And maybe he would be in that boat again by the end of the tour. He wouldn't write it off. But he didn't see it 
happening anytime soon with the discomfort he felt as the past now stared him down straight in the eyes, and 


Kip supposed it was going to take more than a physical encounter to get rid of discomfort and trust issues 


from it. 


At least there was some comfort in the chance of a simple start in Orlando. It was just too early to tell what 
might happen beyond that, and he was far too tired tonight to conjecture that. 


"What did | tell you guys?" Richard Bozzett sighed, standing just within the door of the dressing room as Bon 


Jovi returned hours later, following their performance. 
"| know, | know...” 


Jon doubted it was entirely heat and dehydration, but he'd made it four steps into the dressing room before a 
wave of dizziness hit him so hard that he saw stars and went right down on the floor. Now, not only did he 
have to deal with an unhappy tour manager because he'd gone AWOL backstage, but because he'd collapsed and 


given him cause for concern too. 


David walked over next to Jon, holding a deadpan stare at Richard up until the moment he was next to the 


former. At which point he made begging hands and feigned puppy eyes. 


‘Please, don't tell me ‘| told you so'l" he whimpered with a voice an octave higher than usual, right before he 
rolled his eyes back and pitched himself into a quick step backward to sit down hard and fall back lying on the 
floor. He kicked his legs up before settling in his sprawl. It was an imitation of the kind of faint that only 
happened in cartoons -a hard fall back with feet flying up. 


Jon huffed out a weak laugh. 


"You guys are crazy." Richard shook his head. "We're camped out here until everything's packed; drivers are 

meeting us back here in the morning and we take off. Don't care if you guys stay up in here and do lord knows 
what, just know we have another show tomorrow night right after this, so make sure to rest up and recover, 
and make sure you're on the bus at 9:00, because we're supposed to leave at 9:30, and there's no reason with 


leaving that late why you can't be on the bus." 
"Be on the bus, or on the bus?" David snickered from beside Jon on the floor. 


For some reason, Jon got the image of the whole band standing on the roof of the bus with their instruments, 
and it brought such a welcome, brief distraction from his troubles that he howled out with laughter. But like 
all good things, it couldn't last. Especially with the kind of night it was. 


"Jon, | don't think you realize it, but you're on thin ice," Richard scolded. "Don't pull a stunt like that again 
unless you tell someone where are you gonna be, and when are you gonna be back. And by the way, whether 


you heard it or not, my condition applies back here too. If you wanna lie down on the couch, you'll have to find 


a way there yourself, because l'm not helping you to it” 
With that he left. 


"Man, are you sick?" asked David. "You're in rare form tonight; he's got his panties wedged way up his ass, and 


that's not easy to do!" 
"I'm actually not sure, Lemma." Jon rose unsteadily to his knees, and David helped him over to the couch. 
"Richie already with some girls?" he asked. 


"Yeah, or he might have been trying to get Rich off your case. Unless he decided to give you a hard time for 
the fun too." 


Jon reached for the drink table by the couch. At first he grabbed the first alcoholic beverage in his reach out 
of habit, but tonight, it turned bitter in his mouth with the first swig, and he found himself tossing it to the 


garbage can, before taking a cup of water instead. 


He'd just finished it and allowed himself to lie back on the couch -unwind some from the tense night it had 
been -when the dressing room door swung open, and four girls started the invasion of the dressing room, 
making a beeline for him. They were hardly the beginning; odds were good there would be at least twenty 
running through within the next few minutes, whether they got to him or not. 


So thats how it happens, huh? Jon thought to himself as one of the girls all but threw herself against him. Just 
move along one fo the next, keep moving and forget any of it happened, until you go into autopilot and forget the 
one you didn't want to forget. 


Without a doubt -as he knew well from his countless nights on the road, they'd follow him to the shower 
when he finally did feel his legs steady and his head clear enough to get there -or they'd support him on his 
way there -and then they'd be onto the next celebrity they could find, just as he would be onto the next town 


He remembered it all. He could see it in his head now -far clearer now that he'd spoken to Kip again. He 
remembered the black leather and fake blood vampire attire, the wild facial expressions and sharp eyes, and 
the low, soothing, flat voice that seemed to contrast it all. Jon remembered asking Kip's name, but it occurred 
to him he'd never spoken it that night, as in the noise of everything else taking place in the venue, post- 
performance, he'd barely been able to hear it -and not well enough to trust that he had it right. His still- 
overbearing bravado that came with having just risen out of greenhorn status wouldn't allow him to risk 


messing it up, or suffer the humiliation of asking Kip to repeat it. 


He wondered if maybe if he had, he might have remembered. It wouldn't have been like the girls who gave 


their names whether he was listening for them or not. 


He remembered being taken aback by how strong, aggressive, yet perhaps even a bit playful in the act Kip 


was. The snarling and baring of his teeth -the fake blood really had added to that act. Jon still was at a loss 
as to whether it was how Kip was at all times, or if he was wound up by the show and acting a character. It 
was only after they'd rested with each other for some time afterward -after both felt their energy crash - 
that Kip sleepily spoke of how one day he wanted to be in a band of his own and use the material he'd written 
in session and on the road which Alice couldn't use. 


And Jon remembered taking the phone number on a slip of paper, stained red from the fake blood around Kip's 
mouth that had gotten on their hands and just about everywhere else in their passionate moment together, 
and swearing that he'd call within the next week as he folded it up and turned it over in his hand. Saying that 
Kip was something special -one day, he too would rise to the high ranks -and how he wouldn't leave him looking 
dirty and used after one night. He in fact fancied him, and wouldn't mind seeing if there was more than Kip 
starting a project of his own that might happen. 


Somehow, perhaps the next night had been even busier than usual, or perhaps he'd been tired -whatever could 
have happened on those endless nights that ran together -and the promise had slipped from his mind. It 
occurred to Jon now that he'd never seen that paper with the number again after that night. At some point, it 
must have fallen through his fingers or dropped out of his belongings to lay dirty and forgotten on some 
street or parking lot -just as dirty and forgotten as he'd left Kip. 


And little did Jon and Kip know that as they boarded their buses for the night hours later when the venue 
went quiet and deserted, bound for Tampa when morning came, and a heat that was stil plenty high but 
possibly bearable, they were both conflicted by the same thoughts. When they'd last been together and what 
they'd done then. Equal fear and fascination if the concept were even possible now. The realization that even if 
they opted not to talk, there was no possible way to ignore or avoid each other, being together for a whole 
month with a long distance in between. And the road maps they'd looked at with their drivers of their paths 
up l-95 that put into quantity just how long. 


Oh, shit.. Now what? 


2. There's Nowhere to Run 
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It wasn't until mid-morning that all the gear had been packed up and the buses took off for Tampa, allowing 


the crew a rare, longer rest ahead of a much shorter drive in to the next stop. 


Jon woke up when the bus started rolling, after a few hours of fitful sleep with the overwhelming reality of 
just how much of a mess he'd gotten himself into hitting him at once -between cornering Kip and wherever 
their agreement to talk might go on top of what had already happened. Now at 2:00 o'clock in the afternoon 
with everyone else waking up if they hadn't already, he'd given up getting any more rest and resorted to just 
trying to make sense of how he'd managed to forget, how he hadn't known for sure sooner, how he'd thought 
talking to Kip backstage was a better idea than before soundcheck or door opening, and how to live down a 


month on the road with him. 


He didn't know what to think. Or, actually, he did know one thing to think, regardless if everything else was 
truly up in the air. 


"God, I'm an idiot," Jon groaned, burying his face in his hands. "Jesus Christ" 
Richie looked at him from across the aisle separating their bunks and raised his eyebrows. 


"Man, I'm trying to decide whether | even wanna know or not" He grinned mischievously. "What's happening with 


you ?" 


"I am the world's biggest airhead," Jon lamented from where he sat on the edge of his bunk. He sat with his 
side against the headboard and had the curtain pulled right up to his other side -and tucked under his arm so 
that just his legs, shoulders, and head stuck out from his one truly private space on this particular bus. 


"Aw, come on. Let's not put it that badly," Richie assured jokingly as he left his reclined position and moved to 
sit on the edge of his own bunk, without pulling his curtain across half his body. "How about you at least back 
off to being in the top ten?" 


Unfortunately, his humor just wasn't doing it for Jon the way it normally did. 


"Very funny.” 


Richie's smile disappeared and his playful spirits seemed to deflate. He curled his index finger and placed it 


below his lower lip. 
"Hmmm. Do you want to talk about it, or no? You can't tell me it's nothing.’ 


"Mmmm," Jon hummed, bending face down over his lap and holding the sides of his head to brace himself, 


elbows on his knees. 
"Jon?" Richie drew it out in a slow, rising pattern so it sounded more like ‘jawwwnnnn’ 
"Don't dig." 


"How am | digging?" Richie lunged like he was going to jump off his bunk. "I can show you digging and dig you 
out of that bunk you're hiding in-" 


"Richie, l'm working," Jon muttered darkly. "I'm working, so you'd better not fuckin-" 

Richie leaned forward so that he had clearance of the bunk to sling both his hands out to his sides forcefully. 
"What kind of work are you doing this time? Or are you just saying that now to tell me to leave you alone - 
which Jonny, you know you could just say that and it'd be a lot easier-" 

Jon sighed and took one hand from the side of his head to tap pointedly at his temple with his index finger. 
"You're thinking?" 

"Mmm-hmm." 


"What about?" Richie bugged his eyes and sprang his maniacal grin to accompany his raspy voice imitation. 
"Come on, Jonny; tell Uncle Richie all about it!" 


"Oh no, you're gonna start that one up again." Jon pretended to plug his ears, but he couldn't hide wanting to 
laugh, even though he couldn't quite make it happen. 


Richie turned serious. "Maybe it'll help you think about it if you tell me. You know | won't tell anyone else if 
you don't want me to -well, at least no one outside of who's on this bus. | won't promise to not let it slip to 


the guys eventually, but I'll at least keep it between us for a couple of days." 


"You and your big mouth," Jon snorted. He sat up to face Richie. "Alright, I'll tell you, but you're toast if word 
of this does go outside of anyone on this bus for now. If anyone asks about me, keep your big mouth shut." 


"So." Richie waited. 

"So, we're with Kip Winger now." 

"Got a crush?" Richie didn't smile, but he couldn't quite achieve a fully serious tone. 

"Worse than that; I've seen him before." 

"Uh-oh." This time, he did sound serious. "Did you act on him then?" 

"Yeah, | spent a night with him." Jon retreated back in his bunk, so Richie could only hear, and not see him. 


"It didn't end well" Richie pursed his lips contemplatively. "At least that's what l'm guessing, since you're doing 


a good impression of being in a confession booth." 


Jon sighed from behind his curtain. "No, it went fine. Back then, it did. It was what | did after he was gone that 
didn't end well. And trying to talk last night didn't end too well either." 


"Aha! That's why you were creeping around the backstage stairs when Rich was getting ready to pop a vein! 
Did you find him?" 


A visual wasn't necessary for Jon to imagine Richie's face lighting up and him sitting up straighter -especially 
with what sounded like his hands clapping together as he started his excited exclamation. 


"Yeah, but we didn't say much, and while he was pretty quiet and tired out, | know better -lm not completely 
stupid. Its not good, and that's putting it more than lightly.” 


"What did you do?" 


"Back then, or last night? I'll say both anyway, but." Jon shifted himself back to the edge of his bunk in the 
open, figuring if he was going to be truthful, he'd best do it face-to-face. There wasn't going to be a curtain 
to hide behind when he talked to Kip. 


"| told him | loved him -that he was special. Remember that night we were with Alice Cooper? How we were in 
a hotel, but | stayed out on the bus half the night? We were together then. And he gave me his number with 
the promise l'd call him. Well, | forgot, and | didn't even remember his name -| didn't remember until last night, 


and..." 


"And?" Richie nodded and waved him on, encouraging him. "Spit it out -why were you hiding from us last 
right?" 


"and | sort of panicked, guess | didn't really think it over as well as | could have, and | waited to grab him 
backstage. | think that was one of the most uncomfortable moments of my life, and judging by the look on his 


face, | don't think he felt any different.” 


"A shame with that; he is good looking -he could easily stand next to you and not get forgotten by everyone 
else." Richie raised an eyebrow, and Jon realized he wasn't saying it to joke around this time. "Something more 


than that happened -did you get it on with him that night in any way?" 
Jon blushed, but didn't try to dance around it. 


"Yeah, pretty significantly. Not until after | promised to call him either, and that it wouldn't end there, and | 
don't think it would have happened if he'd expected it to end the way it did.” 


"Ooh, that's nastier than | thought." Richie winced in unison with Jon, and then something sparked in his eyes. 
"Wait a minute -with Alice? -was he that baby-faced guy in all the black leather -the one with the really 
bright teeth? He had that fake blood around his mouth that night that made ‘em really stand out, since he 
kept doing that evil look?" 


"Don't dig, Richie. Please, don't dig. Unfortunately, yes." 


"Aw, man -| remember that too. Hard to believe how he looked pretty good then and turned into a 
heartbreaker like you. And | remember that was the one you said you were serious about getting back with 
the next day too. | didn't even realize you didn't ever call him. Man, | gotta wonder if any of us remember just 


how many groupies were there that night to distract you from calling-" 


Jon snorted and buried his face in his hands again. He was smiling uncomfortably, and contemplating heavily 


whether he wanted to laugh or cry, even though he didn't feel physically able to do either. 
He had just started to settle for a pathetic attempt at a pained laugh, when Richie lit up with another thought. 
"Hey, was that night with him before or after you met Tom?" 


Do | wama know where youre trying to take that, Richie? He was being hypersensitive about it, and he knew he 
was, but after last night, Jon wasn't in the mood. He looked up from his lap and glared. 


"Okay, now you're digging a hole over your head, and you're about to end up stuck there if you keep going. 
Affer. And even if it was before, it wouldn't matter. Tom's a great guy, and he has a big heart, but | don't see 
him that way, and you already know that." Jon aggressively pulled back his bunk curtain and flopped back on his 
pillow, lying in his back with his knees bent at sharp angles to plant his feet solidly on the bed and dig his heels 
in to release frustration. "Don't even fry to play that game with me, Richie.” 


Richie looked taken aback. "Alright, alright. That went too far -hey, don't do that. You're gonna tell me not to 
dig and then go and do that?" 


Jon stopped with his heels, but didn't get off his back. 


"Is worse than | thought; | didn't mean it like that. But hey, you still could have gotten distracted just doing all 
you could to set those guys up with a record deal, and then following them to make sure they were starting 
out good." 


| could have," Jon sighed. He felt like throwing a tantrum, especially now that he'd let himself snap at Richie 
and start digging a hole of his own -inside the bottom of the one he already had dug without even realizing it. 
He tried to shake off the thought before he could end up buried under his own frustration -if anyone involved 
had the right to throw a tantrum, it was Kip. Not that Jon could even imagine it happening in the two times 
he'd been with Kip -two times that couldn't have been more different from each other. 


"l'm just hoping it doesn't make Kip harbor any jealousy with Tom, or then its really about to be a fun month 
-caught in a war between my brother and a guy | have it bad for." 


"| don't think so -l| saw Eric last night, and he made it sound like they're all pretty friendly between those two 
camps. Besides, Tom letting it come to a fight? -come on! So." This time, Richie looked concerned when he 


paused, rather than smiling. "What are you gonna do?" 


"Well, we agreed to talk in Orlando, so | guess the first thing to do is just tell him what happened -as honestly 
as | can with what | remember. | mean, | know there's a fair chance he's not gonna buy it and will never want 


to talk to me or see me again, but he deserves to know that much anyway.’ 


"You mean he deserves to know you fucked up. And how," Richie specified "As romantics put it, that way he's 
at least got some closure." 


Jon groaned bitterly at not having a better way to put it himself aside from the cheesy term, and nodded. 
"Got myself in trouble, and now I've got work to do." 


"You're always working," Richie snorted. "But man, you really do have work to do this time. I'm glad its not me, 


but I'll have your back if | can help you." 
Without a word further, Jon pulled his curtain. 


Richie was someone who Jon trusted enough to confide in, and he had more than a few reasons why he 
usually turned to him. Richie had a way of putting everything rough into a humorous perspective so that they 
could laugh over it and get relief from the stress of trying to sort it out. It helped Jon deal with whatever 
the problem of the day was without loosing his cool. 


The problem with what he had now was exactly how close they were as friends. Richie would soon enough 
figure out that this was a more sensitive topic for Jon, and would sooner start trying to distract Jon entirely 
from the problem with his humor, rather than addressing the problem. Richie knew he sometimes had a big 
mouth, and more often than not he had no apologies in showing it by giving Jon a hard time for kicks. But he 


knew better than to let it run free when he could too easily cross the line of hurting Jon's feelings. Despite 
keeping a playful banter to keep him from crossing the line of stressing what he had to deal with into self- 
pity, Jon could already tell that Richie was beginning to shift gears to a more restrained mode. 


He would end up needing someone other than Richie to help him beyond today, and as much as Jon hated to 
admit it, he knew he inevitably would need help. Tico wasn't big on drama and feelings outside of whole-band 
matters or things that were his own to deal with, and Alec wasn't much better. He definitely broke the typical 
role of a bassist as being the peacekeeper. Without Richie, Jon was only left with David to turn to, and while 
there was a chance he would resort to non-stop joking too, Jon would sooner try him before placing his 
burdens on Tom Keifer. Without a doubt, Tom would certainly know what to say -Jon always admired how 
grounded Tom could be out of the public eye -but Tom didn't need that kind of trouble when he had his own 
band to hold together. And if Tom was friendly with Kip, Jon didn't want to be the one to tip the scales when 
he'd already dug the hole he was stuck in. 


More than anything else was the personal nature of it. It was something he had to deal with almost entirely on 
his own, regardless of whether or not his bandmates had his back. 


He'd been the one to dig the hole, and with no easy escape, he was the one who had to climb out. 


3. | Can Hear The Sound of Your Voice Haunting Me 
Again 


Author's Notes: 

Most of this was written on a tough night back in November, hence more fluff -but it works to contrast Kip 
being on the other end of the ordeal; thus, deserving a little more support from all his bandmates right away 
-and seeking it more readily. Oh, Paul.. (Between banana phones, flashlight duels, and joking on this bus, this 
year has been #blamePaulZ0I8 for me, and it's going out with a bang here!) Another case of boys being boys. 
This time, Rod is catching most of it, before it gets turned back on Kip. It does turn suggestive there; there's 
no innocence despite what may appear with their playing around! Luckily for Kip, he's gotten a small break from 
the tension, and it's a good thing, because he's got a lot more to deal with when the next update comes 
sometime in 20191 


"Kip? Kp?" 
Kip woke up to bright sunlight in his eyes and the sensation of fingertips softly probing his back 
"Kip, are you alright?" 


"Shuddup, ‘m sleepin'." he murmured, stretching his arms forward, heaving a sigh, and face-planting back on 


his pillow. 


“Alright, | guess you're alive then. That's good, you can stay a few extra minutes." Kip felt someone pull the 


side-slung blankets back over him. 


Slowly, he opened his eyes again. Just as the light faded as his curtain pulled shut, he realized who had checked 


on him. 
"Wait" Kip sat up. "Where are we? What time is it?" 


"Well, we left Miami around 10:00 according to the driver, and we're in Tampa. Parked. We're just waiting for 
the equipment offload and the all clear to start heading inside." Reb looked troubled. "Its 3:30, Kip. How late 


were you up last night?" 


Kip groaned, suddenly aware of a headache -the kind that came from stress rather than physical ailment. Not 
very painful, but annoying. It felt like wearing a headband that was too tight. 


"Shit" That went for how he felt physically, disbelief of sleeping so late for himself -even for a longer night, 
and remembering what had happened behind the stage after the show. 


It wasn't that he'd stayed up any later than usual on the road -he'd passed out asleep after the night wound 
down. He'd woken up just two hours later desperately thirsty again, as was usual following a performance in 
stifling heat and humidity. Having had enough time to recover from the heat exhaustion, getting up for a drink 
was enough to allow hazy thoughts to begin moving around in his mind about a certain night when he'd been on 


tour with Alice, and all the following uncertainty. 
Did that seriously happen, or was | imagining..? 


"Kip, do you not feel well?" Reb's brow furrowed, but with his bangs covering his eyebrows, it just made his 


eyes look larger and fearful rather than suspicious. 
„yeah, it's all real. Damn it 


Kip shook his head and rubbed his eyes as he sat up. "Hold that thought, Reb. I'm not sick, but there's 
something | gotta talk about -might as well get it over with." 


"You need a minute to wake up first? There's coffee left from when Rod made it if you need some of that too. 


If it's still good. | don't know -it's been sitting awhile." 


"Remind me to thank him if | don't." Kip pulled his kit from his duffle bag and high-tailed it for the lavatory. 
Brushing the tangles out of his hair and splashing cold water on his face dulled his headache enough to make 
him feel human again, and after a few minutes to let the sunlight coming through the bus windows and to let 
the slightly stale coffee kick in, the haze lifted from his mind. Like after his shower; however, Kip still felt a 
sensation of something invisible, unclean, and heavy on him that he hadn't been able to shake off, wash off, 


brush off, or find any relief from since running into Jon backstage. 
‘| never realized until our first tour where we went somewhere hot that there's such a thing as a heat 
exhaustion hangover," said Reb, sitting beside Kip in quiet while waiting for him to wake up fully. "That was 


rough." 


Kip tossed back the rest of his coffee before he could taste it. "Yeah, it was, but if I'm gonna be honest, 


there's more to it than that for me." 
"What's bothering you so much?" 
"Remember when | was with Alice, and how things fell through with Jon?" 


"How could | forget? It shocked me," said Reb. "Jon's always come off as a good guy, but that sure put a dent 
in my respect for him with that low move." 


"Yeah, well, if you wanna know why it took me so long to get back to our room last night, it was because 
someone was waiting in the tunnel last night, and was pretty eager to talk to me right there. Care to guess 


what about?" 


"Wait a minute." Reb's tone went deathly serious, his eyebrows knitted together, and his hands rose up so that 
the index finger of one struck the extended fingers of his other forcefully as he listed. "He led you on, 
promised to commit, then tossed you to the side like one of his groupies, and now he has the nerve to just 
run straight up to you three years later and corner you backstage? He's joking, right? Is he really seeing this 
like it's all a joke?" 


"Reb," warned Kip. He inhaled and exhaled noisily through his nose. "Leave it. Please." 


It wasn't that it was untrue. He just didn't know how to feel toward Jon, and if he had to look back into a part 
of his past he'd done his best to pack away and leave behind, he wanted to pull out as few hard feelings as 
possible. If he was going to get worked up enough to rant, he wanted it to be with Jon so that he could deal 
with it one time only. And while Jon had broken a promise, Kip felt that he hadn't actively gone out of his way 


to hurt him, and it wasn't public, so the humiliation was personal. 
Luckily, Reb seemed to catch on before he had to explain that much. 


"Gee, Kip. I'm sorry. Really. | know you only told me the basics and I'm not the one who should be having a fit. 
That wasn't fair, but." Reb shook his head, fast and flustered. "I still say it wasn't right of him, even if he 
didn't mean it that way, and l'm not just gonna forget it" 


Kip's guard dropped back down. "No, there's nothing wrong with that -l| agree. | just know that shoving the past 
in his face for revenge isn't gonna undo it or make me feel any better. If anything, its just gonna make it 
worse for both of us, ‘cause it's not like it was still bothering me before we ended up on the same schedule 


here." 


"And | know it's not gonna make much difference in the long run with what he did last night if that's all; it just 
annoys me that he'd be that disrespectful." 


‘I'd probably be annoyed right now too if | let myself, and maybe | am and I'm trying to tell myself I'm not so | 
don't do something stupid on top of it," Kip admitted. "I don't know. | hardly knew him aside from that night. 
Expecting that to work out even if he had called probably wasn't my best call. We've mentioned talking in 
Orlando, so I'm at least going to try and keep an open mind and hear his side. | can't really tell where we stand 


until then" 


Reb crossed his arms. "I dunno; even if he's got a damn good excuse, if that were me, itd take a long time to 


get back on trusting terms." 


"It will, if we can even get there, but it could happen" Kip rubbed his temples and forced himself to sit up 
straighter to look at Reb. "I mean, some of the people I'm closest to, | didn't exactly start off so great with. 
Didn't mean they weren't good people." 


"| was being stupid then. You had a reason to call me out" Reb seemed to wilt beside Kip. 


"No, both of us were being stupid to a point" Kip put his hand on his shoulder. "And really, we took some 
things too seriously." 


"Well, | thought you weren't taking me seriously and that you were too full of yourself to take me seriously, 


and | know you were taking what you were trying to tell me seriously though- 
"Maybe a little too much, even if it was true," added Kip. 


"And | wasn't taking that all seriously at first because | was too hung up on taking everything you said to try 
and get me to lighten up too seriously -which if | hadn't been so strung up on it, | would have probably found 


it funny." Reb groaned. "I know my old man was right when he said I'm too sensitive-" 


"But you were having a rough time then, and the way he said that only got you more wound up over it, and 


there's the cycle. Look, you're being overly-serious Reb Beach right now over this mess too. | wanna see funny 


Reb Beach," said Kip. "That's who'll make me feel better." 


"Hmmm." Reb looked down to the ground, biting his lip, then looked up as something seemed to light in his eyes. 


"Do you wanna throw a fit like | did in the studio then? Jon won't see any of it, and we're not gonna tell on 


you." 


Kip sprung one of his evil grins he would use onstage with Alice, whirled around in his bunk, snatched his pillow, 


punched it three times, and then picked it up and proceeded to hit Reb with it. 


"Heyl" Reb jumped up and grabbed his own pillow from the bunk above to block the attack, just before Kip 
threw the pillow on the aisle floor and gave it a swift kick, and decided then that he'd beaten it up enough. 


"It took Paul a little while to warm up to me too. Not too long. Alice made that pretty easy, but it still took a 
bit. We weren't like | was with you though. | think Paul caught my serious side first and didn't think | was very 


social; he said he wasn't sure how to approach me at first!" 
Reb grinned. "Paul intimidated by you? Paul Taylor? | don't believe it. How did he end up figuring it out?" 


"Knowing Paul, how do you think? He was just being himself. Playing around, and once | wasn't tied up with 
getting my session work done and helping with the composing adjustments, he figured out that I'm not so 
uptight and no fun" Kip smirked mischievously. "Which as you know was great, because then we got along and 
we were never bored anytime Alice didn't need us -running around the place and causing trouble. Probably 


wasn't so great for Alice though with having to put up with us. He was a saint for that." 


Reb snickered. "And then on tour -nobody would know it when he turns into his kind of Mr. Hyde for the 


shows either." 


"No, nobody can ever really know that unless they spend some time with Alice." Kip sighed. "And then on the 
road -between what we did get up to -Paul and | found out we did well writing together, you and | already 
knew that we did once we worked out all the grumpy stuff, and then you know how the rest of it happened. 
The only one of you guys | hit it off with right away was Rod when we found him. Not that that's hard to 


imagine with him." 


"But Rod -the only thing in this world he doesn't go easy on is his drums." Reb shrugged. "Maybe he takes so 
much out hitting things that he doesn't have any frustration left to show people!" 


Kip chuckled. "Maybe. Well, if | gotta sort this out with Jon, | guess we'd better tell Rod and Paul too. So if l'm 


not around or if | end up acting weird, you all know why.” 


Rod and Paul were sitting with the practice keyboard across their laps when Reb and Kip arrived in the back 
lounge, which on its own could have spelled trouble. However, that was the least of their concerns, for Paul 
was giggling and sporting a grin that was suspiciously foo innocent for Paul Taylor, and Rod was laughing so 


hard that he was sobbing. 


"Again?" Reb's voice pitched up an octave on the second syllable. That, and the face Kip made -bugged eyes 


with one eyebrow lowered and the other arched -only made it worse. 


"D-don't ask," Rod cried a barely coherent response to Kip and Reb's incredulous looks, which succeeded in 
pushing Paul over the threshold from giggling to full fledged laughter. "We'll tell you later, but please, d-don't 
ask!" 


"Because you were misbehaving in here again, or you can't talk?" Kip's alternative question did no more favors 


for his hysterical state. 


"Yeah, | think we'd better wait and let Rod catch his breath first so that he won't pass out” The extreme 
seriousness Reb spoke with only set them all off together. "He's crying too -maybe we'd better save him from 


drowning!" 


‘Correction, M tell you guys, because | don't think he'll be ready even if we do give him a chance to pull it 
together," Paul choked, elbowing Rod playfully as Rod wiped his eyes and doubled over his lap, only further 


stricken by Reb's assessment. 


Kip raised his eyebrows and took a step back. "I don't know Reb, if Paul started it, you're gonna be the one to 


do him in!" 
"Ow!" Rod looked up at Paul with more tears in his eyes, silently pleading for mercy. 
‘Or you will, Kip; and you can't pretend | don't know you willl" Paul pointed at Kip with one hand, and this time 


he hugged Rod with his other arm instead. "Aww. Don't mind Rod; he's having a moment. He was acting too 


serious, woke up not feeling too good, and | told him he needed some therapeutic laughter." 


Rod pulled out from under Paul's arm, blew out a shaky exhale to distract himself, and groaned when he finally 
managed to get an uninterrupted breath. "Which is funny he's calling it that when | feel like I'm gonna break a 
rib!" 

"Man, Paul, you're being mean," Kip scolded. "Beating up on Rod like that and making him cry!" 

"| promise | wasn't trying to do that to him, even though you make it sound like it! Obviously, he needed it, 
since he kept going this far!" Paul winked at Rod. "I don't know, Kip; you seemed a little off last night, and you're 
making me nervous, being the last to get up. Maybe you could use some too." 

"| probably could," Kip admitted mournfully. Reb's giggling ceased as soon as he said it, and if there was any 
reason why Kip would have changed his mind about spilling the beans now, he couldn't. Paul and Rod might as 
well have had a giant red flag in front of them. And it wasn’t a secret anyway. Reb knew, because he'd ended 
up telling Reb the surface details, and Paul knew even more because he'd been with Kip in the aftermath. Only 
Rod hadn't been told anything about it, and Kip knew well enough that their last downtime in the lounge had 
given him hints that something wasn't right. 

"What is it getting to you?" 


"So, | got approached by Jon backstage last night," he started, looking and feeling more bashful than he was 
used to. 


Mercifully, Paul dropped his play then. 
"It wasn't anything bad, was it?" 


"No, just very sudden and a litte uncomfortable. Though | think even if we'd planned to meet, it still would have 
been a little iffy." 


"Well, of course, all things considered. 


"Alright, that does it" Rod cleared his throat and recovered with the distraction at hand. "What happened that 


you all haven't told me about?" 


He paused and fixed Kip with a reassuring look “If it involves anything greenhorn related and embarrassing, | 


was there not too long ago, and somedays, | question if l'm not still there, so this is a judgement-free zone." 
"Yeah, we're in the back of the bus; Paul could tell you that what happens here stays herel!" 
Kip's guard seemed to relax, and he smirked at Reb's dig. 


"Oh, look; he's already starting!" Paul's face lit up. "And you guys can't put the back of the bus on me this 


time -Reb, now you've done it! Don't laugh now, Kip -you still gotta tell Rod what happened before you can 
laugh it out." 


"Well, Rod, you kinda called it the other day when we were misbehaving in here. The hot frontman thing really 


happened, only | had an experience with Jon back when | was with Alice Cooper." 


With an assurance that he was okay with sharing despite his reaction to Rod's joke, and Paul and Reb's quick 
jump to shut it down, Kip proceeded to tell about meeting Jon backstage with Alice, and about the kind of 
conversation they had. He left out the majority of the details of his more intimate encounter with Jon, save 
for how they "slept together" and had been in a private place. He decided he wasn't willing to admit to it being 
on the back of a bus and fuel that joke further, before describing Jon's promises to call and how they had 
fallen through, with last night being his first time speaking to Jon since. 


"So, we have been together, just before | was a frontman. And now we're back together right in the middle of 
a mess." Kip smirked. "But hey -I can at least say | did make out with Jon Bon Jovi, which most other guys 


can't." 


Rod shook his head, not bothering to hide his blush. "You know | was just playing around then, but l'm sorry, 
Kip -I didn't know." 


"We didn't tell you. It was wishful thinking on my part to want to get to the end of the month without it 


coming up." 
"Are you alright with it?" 


"With trying to deal with this? Good question" Kip shook his head wearily and found himself laughing weakly, 
more with nerves than humor. "You know, if working it out is possible, that'd be great, and I'm up for trying, 


even though | don't see it happening fast." 


"We're traveling alongside each other for a few weeks," said Rod. "You've got some time to work it out if it is 
possible, and its not super long if it's not. The best part of how we're set up on this tour -he's easy to find if 
things are going well, and if it doesn't go well, they still have all their stuff separate from us. It'll be easier 


than it could be either way,” 


"If nothing happens by the end of this month, you'll know," said Paul, right before his sincere tone turned 
playful as he went in for the kill. "Let's face it Kip, Rod wasn't wrong when we shut him up the other day. You 
still have the same looks and moves and attitude as then, but now you got the advantage of being the hot 
frontman too. It wouldn't have worked out back then if you guys try again and you get to the end of this tour 
without at least making out a little!" 


Reb shot Paul a look that said really? -right before he crashed his face into his hands and shook his head. 


Despite it, Kip managed a real laugh this time -enough to release some of the tension inside himself alongside 


the minor embarrassment. He knew it was why Paul said it, even if it had been enough to bring a rare blush 


to his own cheeks. 
Rod groaned. "Paul, you keep quiet. Don't listen to him, Kip; he's insane." 


That was enough to break Reb, who had been holding it together out of respect for Kip. His much brighter 


blush accompanying his giggles told otherwise from the innocent reaction he'd first given Paul's remark 


“Besides, if he does something stupid and breaks your heart, he's gotta live on the road next to us for the 
rest of the month," Paul teased. His smile was getting bigger and bigger, like a kid at a play park. "And then 


when we see him again in Ohio." 


"That could be a really, really long month and trip home for him if he screws up now" Reb looked right at Kip, 
and though his widened eyes said he was joking, his serious mouth and demeanor confirmed it wasn't entirely 


untrue. 


"Oh, Reb, trust me," said Paul. "We know you'd make it longer for him on your own than any of the rest of us 
would put together!" 


"And then he'll have to face us again in July," Rod added. "I dunno, one of us might just go after him harder 
than Paul went after his keyboard earlier.’ 


"Does that have to do with why you were getting ready to die when we got here?" Reb looked at Rod 
suspiciously as he diverted his glance to Paul's keyboard, biting his upper lip to keep from laughing again. "Do | 


even want to know?" 


"Okay, okay," Paul ceded, "I'll go through it again so that there's no confusion and everyone understands what 


happened in here." 
"Oh no" Rod put a hand over his heart. "No!" 


"Hey! Kip's going through a rough time right now. He needs to laugh it out too; this is for him." Paul playfully 
wagged his finger at Rod. "Let's get to it then. So, when it comes to how we all are with each other, let's be 
honest. Reb, you and Rod are probably the most serious ones of us here. Obviously, not entirely so -1 think 
Rod proved that point when you two came in, we know what Reb's capable of, and Kip's not far removed aside 


from when we're all playing around” 


"Oh no," Reb repeated. When he glanced over to Rod, Rod turned away from him, sucked his lip in tighter, and 
clinched his hands beside himself. 


"Anyway," Paul continued, "Reb and Rod are the most likely of us to be serious about not pushing the limits 
and being careful about what might and might not be a good idea Sometimes we have to push them to cut 


loose and have some fun. Now, Kip is somewhere in between me and them. He's serious and knows exactly what 


we're trying to do and how to make it happen, but we know better than that -we know he knows how to have 
fun, and you won't have to tell him to push the limits to have fun. Unless you dare him to, just to see if he'll 
do it" 


"And | will,” Kip added. 


"And he will," Paul repeated in a way that was almost like saying ‘amen’ "Alright, set that thought aside for a 
second, but keep it in mind when you consider fhis We can't deny it. We've seen it -even our managers have 
said it -Reb and Rod make some of the craziest faces when they play, doesn't matter if they're even trying 
to or not or the most serious ones of us. Half the time they're not aware of looking like they're being 
electrocuted. They look completely insane -and there's nothing wrong with that; let me say that now before | 
keep going." 


Kip smirked for real this time as he watched Reb grin bashfully and watched his cheeks stain pink. "Oh, | see 


where you're going now." 


Paul grinned back at him. "So, Kip will make them too, like he just did a moment ago. Aside from when he's 
forcing the high notes, he's usually pretty aware of it. More often than not, it's intentional. Because l'm not the 
only troublemaker in this band, say what you all willl" 


Now Kip was visibly fighting the urge to laugh. "Aww, come on," he groaned as Paul reached over and mimed 


shoving him playfully. 


"That's right, you all can call me the biggest troublemaker here if you want, but Kip's right behind me, don't 
deny it!" 


Rod whimpered as Kip made a wild face and held up his hands like claws, reaching one in Paul's direction and 


the other at Reb. 


"So how is it that | -the one who you all say is the rowdiest of us; the one who can't be taken or left on his 
own anywhere without looking for trouble -is the only one who doesn't go after my guitars or my keyboard 


looking like I'm trying to kill it?!" 


Paul mimed attacking the keyboard -first with rigid, claw-shaped hands. Then to Reb and Kip's great surprise 
he reached behind him to attack it with Rod's drumsticks and mimicked Rod's wild expressions with an open- 
jawed smile and bugged eyes. He kept going long enough to succeed in getting Reb to mime one of his own 


guitar solo faces, which didn't last long before Reb cracked up, taking Rod and Kip with him. 
| can't take this again!" Rod flopped back on the out-folded couch. "No!" 


"Yeah -we were doing it together, before he went off his chain So while Reb was trying to get you up, Kip; 
Rod and | were banging on a keyboard -literally!" 


"And that sounds wrong!" Reb pointed to the ceiling forcefully to emphasize his dirty-minded implication. 

"Yeah! | don't see Kip getting that far with Jon if all goes well, but as far as making out goes, | know there's 
gonna have to be some tongue involved somewhere -Kip does that with us just to joke around; that's another 
thing he does with his intentional funny faces!" 

Kip sent an evil grin Paul's way. He mimed tonguing his index finger with less than an inch from contact before 
he went over and slid it down the keyboard so that a descending C major scale trilled out in the form of a 
glissando, and that was finally enough to make Paul crack and laugh hard. He turned to the side to cling to Reb, 


who was already near falling over with Rod. 


Still hysterical from before and too weak to make much of a response, Rod slapped his palms down beside 


himself defeatedly before sitting up. 


"There you have it," he choked out to Kip, who flopped down on the other couch and wheezed in hysterics of 


his own. 


"Stop; my stomach!" pleaded Reb, feeling too much discomfort between the force of laughing and the pressure 


of Paul leaning against him. 


| was gonna say," Paul laughed as he surfaced from Reb's arms, now also teary-eyed, "well, you asked. Now 


you're gonna get it! 
"Yeah, Rod got my story and | got his" 
"And yours isn't over, Kip," added Paul 
"Ready to gol" came a call from the front of the bus. 


"And right on time too" Reb led the charge off the bus in a nervous habit to get to soundcheck and make 


sure everything was right -to have less reasons to be nervous getting on 


But rather than following him as usual, Kip split off and went to find Jon, who was luckily in the hall, eliminating 


the indiscreet act of knocking on doors. 
"Is tomorrow on?" asked Jon. "Or are we waiting?" 


He was nervous, Kip noted. Kip was void of any emotion on the outside from the mix of what he'd sat up in 


the middle of the night to, and it was how he hoped to be until they were in private. 


"We're going to the hotel tonight -if there's time and it's not close enough to time to leave that we'll be 
arriving for soundcheck wound up, l'm not objecting. But if its going to be a problem, the day after." 


‘tm not gonna argue with that." Coming out of a talk wound up was a point even Kip hadn't thought of last 
night. 


He showed Jon the room number he would have left on the updated day sheet on the bus, and Jon provided 
his, before Kip returned to his bandmates to prepare. 


Reb, Rod, and Paul couldn't help him with much -with as personal as his ordeal with Jon was -but if they 
could distract him when things didn't go so well, Kip figured that maybe opening up the past this once was 


something he could get through -as long as it was the last time, no matter the result. 


The result would just have to start in Orlando. 


4. Play Your Last Hand, Better Understand 


Author's Notes: 

Back after hiding out for a few days to get through this long one. Don't ask where Jon's nightmare came from 
-it just happened on a whim and l'm glad it did. Between thinking awhile and not being too run down to talk, Kip's 
letting a lot more show here. The most challenging thing was writing him full-on angry, and deciding how to 
convey the rigid and quiet | imagine with him. | had to lay down heavy on the reference to my absolute 
favorite Winger song (can confirm it *is* murder on the fingers too). Despite Paul's antics, he knows when it's 
time to be good, so he gets redemption after my teasing him. Lot of symbolic meaning and foreshadowing 
hidden around. I'm not sure how soon the next chapter is coming -it's mostly written, but I'll be starting to 
post another fic too. As long as this doesn't end up on a seven week hiatus, I'll be doing better than in the 
past, and the chances are looking good this year 


Jon woke up at 10:00 in the morning after a night up well past 4:00 in the Orlando hotel, and he counted each 
and every minute leading up to 5:00 o'clock -even while going about writing and forcing himself outside for a 
walk in town to wake up and ground himself in reality -not giving himself the slightest chance to lose track of 


time. 


Ordinarily, he would have preferred to sleep later if he could have on an off day, but Jon was a light sleeper 
to begin with, and the anticipation following the wild nightmare he'd woken up from told him not to bother with 


trying. It would have been a complete waste of his time. 


Everything came back to him in the dream. Everything It was vivid, and harder than most to break out of just 
because of how good it felt in the beginning. Jon could feel the pressure point on the bed where the couch on 
the bus folded down as a futon at a thick, hinged beam beneath the cushioned surface. He could feel Kip 

against his side where they'd curled around each other on that couch, and even with his training, how the fuck 


could he manage to bend his limbs that way? 


There was the same passing of the slip of paper with the number, stained with the fake blood -the spread of 
it starting with Kip's fingertips teasing Jon by tapping and tonguing his lips before allowing Jon contact with 
them -and Jon folding it up, staining it further with his own fingers. He could feel the paper and its dampened 
spots in his fingers. 


That was where it all diverted from reality, and Jon knew it had too. He had picked up the slip of paper, but 
his dream still wouldn't give him any hint as to where he'd lost it. 


It seemed fo materialize in his hand -he hadn't produced it from a road case or overnight bag, pocket, or a 
cranny on the bus. Wherever hed put if, hed never know for sure. 


This time, in the alternate reality of his dream, he remembered He had the phone in his hand in the hotel, and the 


bloody slp of paper in the other. He was going to dial out and make the call. Keep his promise, speak with Kp.. 
No dial tone. 
He held the phone up, placed it back on the hook and picked it up again, gave it a shake -nothing. Chilling silence. 


Then the tone was there, piercing the silence lke the groan of a blown-out amplifier, blasting far louder than it 
should have, earning him murderous glares down the hallway of the hotel when he poked his head through the room 
door. He had to deadbolt it as the sound of running, pounding footsteps started down the hall. and hanging the 


phone up wouldn't silence the noise. 


He tried dialing the number almost obscured with the bloodstains that had seemed to have multiplied in size, only to 
get the long, steady, rhythmic beep of a busy signal that only grew louder with each and every beep, and it too 
would not stop, no matter how many times Jon slammed down and picked up the receiver. Higher-pitched, short 
beeps sounded over the lower, longer ones as Jon frantically tapped buttons -first the zero for an operator to 
start a new call, but eventually hitting anything in hopes it would break it out. 


He finally reached down and yanked the phone cord from the wall. Blue sparks flew like lightening and sent a 
sickening, electrical crack into the night, and all went still and black.. 


Suddenly, he was not in a hotel room in the dark of night, but in a backstage lounge, still holding the same phone. It 
seemed it was alive, even though its cords dangled loose and disconnected on the floor of the dressing room. The 
number pad was now stained with the fake blood, red obscured the numbers, but Jon knew where they should have 
been and kept pushing 


However, Richard was there, snatching the phone from him, telling him that he had ten minutes until time to being 
onstage; thus, he had no time to make a call As Jon clung to the phone, holding it with a death grip and pulling it 
back, the spiral stretching cord wound itself around his neck, and he felt the electrical prongs at the end of the 
straight power cord prodding hm in the side of his neck between the coils formed by the other. He couldnt breathe 
now as Richard kept pulling and the coils multiplied The doors busted open, and a flood of girls joined, pulling the 
two cords and the phone from all ends until he was gagging and couldn't feel his hands anymore to try and stop it 


İt was as hypoxia set in and the world turned hazy and grainy -smoothing out all the sharp edges and taking away 
the urge to fight it all -that the harsh, fluorescent lights dmmed down, the girls disappeared, and finally, Kp stood 
before him once again, still clad in all black, with his mouth outlined in fake blood This time, smudgy black 
eyeshadow that seemed too unfamiliar cast an evil shadow over his glinting, blue eyes, and they were icy with 
revenge. He pulled the phone away this time, with one blood-covered hand on the phone, and one fo Jon's neck 
with the wires. Jon wheezed for air, and suddenly the blood didn't look fake anymore as the tourniquet of cords 
loosened and the wound inflicted by the electrical prong spurted freely with bright red 


"Oh for fuck's sake," Jon groaned as he woke up, after another huge gasp, and a frantic flipping off his 
bedspread and fingering his neck to make sure there was no blood anywhere. There wasn't, and he saw that 


the phone was also resting silently on the bedside table where it belonged, with all of its cords properly 


plugged into the wall jack. 


He had to lie there and laugh to himself once the adrenaline wore off, feeling grateful for being the odd one in 
alone room this time. Kip looking as though he'd come from a murder scene -or outright possessed -seemed 
pretty unlike him to Jon's perceptions. Even as driven as he'd seemed that night, talking about what he hoped 
to do in the future, Jon could hardly imagine that. And he'd been pretty easy-going in Miami when it was 
expected that he'd be outright pissed, and Jon wouldn't have argued with him if he had been. 


He did decide that death by phone cord strangulation might just be an idea to drop by Alice Cooper for future 
sets the next time he ran into him. If that hadn't happened in some horror film yet, Jon was sure it would 


someday, just from how something that looked otherwise harmless became so frightening. 


However, Jon didn't write off what parts of it could have been real. He was aware enough that Kip could 
harbor some much darker feelings than he'd displayed in Miami pushed deep down inside himself. He wasn't 
doubting the images his subconscious cooked up as a warning that Kip might let it rise to the surface more 
readily in the privacy of a hotel room over a busy, backstage passageway. His initial confidence that it would 
just be a simple talk to explain what happened had indeed choked to death on the phone cord. 


It was the second full day in Orlando, and their off-night. As he and Kip both anticipated, meeting between the 
soundcheck and the show the night before was not feasible. Kip ended up on a phone call with Atlantic, checking 
on details with the recording process and contract for Winger's next album, and Richard Bozzett was still in 
rare form with making sure Jon's whereabouts were known at all times, following his ‘little hide and seek stunt 


in Miami. 


Jon felt it was more time become nervous for him, but at the same time couldn't see a point in complaining 
when Kip was tied up on a phone and couldn't have talked, regardless of his own being in the hot seat with 
Richard. And perhaps if Richard knew and hadn't let him talk before the show, he'd have had a fair point in it 


too. 


Kip had a similar outlook Dealing with confirming contract details -how many demo tracks had they already 
gotten done and sent back from the road, and how far along were they in filling minimum time limits for a 
record -right before a show was nasty, but he'd taken it as a sign that the call from management at the 
record company was saving him from something worse. He felt better after his talk on the bus, but he'd 
woken up singing a different tune in Orlando the morning after the Tampa show, and this time, he felt it was 
too personal to talk about without giving a second thought. Doing it and winding up Reb before a show when he 
was going to be nervous enough didn't feel worth it. Knocking Paul and Rod out of their contagiously playful 
moods that were keeping him grounded didn't feel worth it either, and winding himself up felt like asking for 
another rough night the linger he thought of it. 


He'd purposefully chosen to room with Paul for their couple of nights in the Orlando hotel. Paul wouldn't be as 
easily riled up and had the best background knowledge of the past fiasco, in case things really didn't go over 
well again. It worked out all around for other reasons anyway. The occasional break from the regular rooming 


arrangement of Kip with Reb and Rod with Paul kept otherwise monotonous life on the road interesting, and 


sometimes got new ideas floating around. Kip had fun rooming with Paul like old times and checking in on their 
ideas they would write out separately, and Rod and Reb could enjoy each other's quieter humor -as well as 
extra sleep. Reb would do anything to get as much sleep as possible, and being separated from Paul's antics, 
Kip would easily make a bet that Rod was getting the best sleep he'd gotten in the past few weeks. 


Having the time before the show on the first day to have the less common writing session and joking around 
with Paul was enough to get Kip in a minimally calm state of mind by the end of the night. As he waited to 
see if Jon was going to live up to his promise this time, or if he was going to have to go find him, he was 
grateful for his decision and certain he wouldn't be feeling as steady under the weight of his thoughts 


otherwise. 


He stood up quickly to keep from flinching when Jon knocked on his door nearly ten minutes before the top of 
the hour. 


Well, HI give it to him for being on time, he thought before opening the door. 
"Kip," Jon greeted, with most of his confident charisma missing, not unlike he felt of his own. 


‘Its good to see you here," Kip answered flatly, the implication that it was more an issue of his showing up 


than being together. 


Jon took a nervous glance over Kip's shoulder into the room, noting the two beds present. "Are you roomed 
with someone?" 


"With Paul," said Kip. "He and Rod hooked up with Rick and Fred to run into town and are probably going to stay 


out awhile. But if you're asking if he might come back while we're here, it's possible." 


I'm roomed by myself" Jon took a step back. "If you want, we could go to my room and not have to worry 
about having to keep anyone out. That's probably better anyway. | just.. wanted to be the one to show up here 


for you." 


Kip cast a knowing side-eye toward Jon -one eyebrow raised and one lowered, with his chin tucked down -and 


something about it shot right through Jon 


He watched as Kip slid off the end of his bed and picked up the room key from the bathroom sink on his way 


out, stopping to scribble a quick note to leave sticking out from under the door in case Paul arrived back early. 


Jon followed Kip down to the front desk and waited without a word while Kip dropped off the room key to leave 
accessible for Paul. Then it was Kip's turn to follow, pacing Jon from a few strides behind as he led down the 
hallway and up steps to his room. 


Not a word was spoken on that walk. It felt to Jon that they were both afraid that letting slip one word in the 


hall would unfold a thousand more before they were safely inside his room, and that the whole world was 


following them from the lobby, watching and listening in invisible states for one to say something out of line 


and mortify them both. 


Once they finally were behind the safety of a closed and latched door, Jon sat on the edge of the bed, and 


motioned to the armchair beside it. 
"You can sit down, Kip. With both of us, it's probably going to be long." 


"Well, I'll see if everything | have to say will be something I'll want to say for right now. | could be really long, 
or really quick," replied Kip flatly as he hesitantly lowered himself down to sit on the very edge, ignoring the 
sloping back of the chair designed for leaning back. 


"You can say as much or as little as you want," Jon ceded. "I'll tell everything from my side -which isn't much 
-and swear that it's honest, and if you want to tell me what you think and light into me for it, then that's fair 
too. You probably have more to say anyway, so if you want to start." He motioned to Kip to go ahead. 


I'd prefer if you tell me what you did first. Even if its what I've guessed, maybe itll help me decide on a few 
things l'm not sure what to think about" 


Taken aback by Kip's tone and how rigid and cold it had suddenly turned, Jon chose not to question or push any 
further, and got to it. 


"Well, you know we had our night together -special enough that | can still remember the details now." 


He told about the things he remembered from the flashes of their time together, and the slip of paper Kip 


had passed over. 


"I regret not giving you my own number -even with my reasons for guarding it; maybe it would have made all 
the difference now. Because | meant it when | said you were special, and that could have easily been part of 


showing that." 
Kip cocked an eyebrow, but didn't say anything. 


“There's no real excuse | have for the forgetting part. | can blame it on the girls there the next night, or that 
Richie was sick that week, but that's not fair." Jon sighed and gazed to the ceiling thoughttully. "The one thing | 
can say is | never remember seeing that slip of paper with the number on it after that night. Maybe if I'd 
seen it, it would have reminded me -and | know it would have, saying that -but maybe if | hadn't forgotten to 
call already, | would have been looking for it. | can't tell you when or where | lost it, Kip; all | know is it's 


definitely gone now after all this time. 


"And | kept rolling on with life, just like that. Who knows if | had remembered and lost the number from the 
start -then maybe I'd have dealt with some of the feelings you're probably going to say you had if you go 
there. | wish | could say that | did, if it made it easier and more fair, but | can't. 


Jon lowered his gaze again, and found Kip looking downward in thought, watching as he rocked his foot on the 
floor from heel to Toe, seeming to pay close attention to the motion of his knee as he went. 


"Then this leg of the tour was coming up, and | was meeting with management -now you know about all the 


stuff with getting ready when you're in charge." 


Kip looked up, moving his eyes without lifting his head, and for that moment, he and Jon looked at each other 
out from under stray locks of hair shielding the discomfort in their eyes. 


Jon gave a pained smile. 


‘| went through the |D. photos on the information for the crew, and | couldn't quite place you because you 
looked different from then, and being out of that place. But | knew right away that I'd seen you before. | knew 


it wasn't just any old backstage meeting and that whatever we had done together was special. 


"| like to think it was denial that it was really you right away. Because when it all came back to me from that 
night, and | realized it probably was you, Kip, | knew this was going to be difficult for both of us even if we 
tried to stay away and pretend if never happened" Jon winced. "And maybe that would have been easier, but 
we'd have still been thinking about it. I'd like to think that if this is it for us, at least we end knowing the 
truth." 


There it is, Jon noticed, that quizzical look on Kp again 


"| denied it when | passed you backstage in Tallahassee. Just enough that | couldn't be sure when | saw. But | 
know | knew it was you. | just didn't want to think you were the one whose heart | broke, and that was another 
unfair move | made. Just like watching in Miami to see you in on to know for sure -and coming at you without 


warning because | was in a panic to do whatever to make it right was unfair. 

"| don't really know what happened for you after that. Miami too, but mainly our first time -obviously, a lot 
did happen" Jon motioned to Kip, spreading his arms out to suggest his changed appearance, band, and status. "l 
don't know if you're planning to tell about that, or if you only want to fell me what you think, but I've said my 
piece. It's your call now, Kip." 

A moment of silence passed, just long enough to be uncomfortable, before Kip moved so much as to blink 

He gave a small, huffy exhale through his nose, like the hiss of a cat. "Where do | even start?" 

Jon gulped slowly to keep it from showing. Here goes.. 

"| guess before | get into the hard stuff that regardless of what happens, | don't want this to hang over our 


heads. | don't want either of us to dread when we're gonna be back with each other again in Ohio, and | don't 


want everyone else to feel uncomfortable when we're in the same area together, knowing something happened. 


If being on friendly terms is the best we can do, then that's good enough, but even that is going to take a 
little time for me to get comfortable with." 


"That's fine with me too. You don't owe me anything more than that." Jon bowed his head submissively. "Not 


even that." 
Kip nodded his acceptance. 


"Jon, I'm not gonna deny that there was the typical kind of debauchery when | was with Alice. And there is 
now. Not out of control with drugs and passing out all over the place like it can get in some places -but the 
backstage lifestyle is there for both of us. | don't expect perfection in that way. | didn't go with you that night 


expecting you to hide out after every show, because | haven't done that. 


"But, with you being who you already were, and the risk | was taking on my name if word got out to critics - 
with where | already was and knowing where | planned to be -I went with you expecting that it wasn't going to 
be just another fling that happens overnight and it's as if it never happened the next day. | expected it was 


going to continue-" 


"| know you did," Jon admitted. "| promised you it was gonna be different, and that was the only reason you 


went with me that night. And | fell back on it" 


"| waited awhile -a good while, because | knew how you could have been sidetracked with this lifestyle like you 
apparently were. | didn't give up on getting a call soon after," said Kip. "But | stopped expecting it soon enough. 


Before it got to my head to hold me down from moving on" 


His flat tone was hard enough for Jon to decipher in their other times together -all in less than ordinary 
times, but more so than now -but Jon found it completely void of any feeling as Kip spoke this time. However, 
the dark and stormy expression far back in his eyes told the opposite. There was a silent storm of hard 
feelings over it that Kip had closed away under the surface -somewhere so deep he might have never thought 
of them again on his own, and he was trying everything to keep them from breaking free and attacking him 
again years after he'd dealt with it. And Jon was seeing and feeling the rigid, icy barrier keeping it from tearing 
them both up. 


"If you're wondering whether l'd have answered after that point -if you'd remembered and called me in maybe 
two months when | was basically past it -yeah, | would have picked up and probably still been happy to get the 
call. And if we could go back in time, yes, l'd hope that you'd call me, and I'd have hoped that we could have 
gotten to know each other better -and that maybe we'd be having a good time with how this leg of the tour 
worked out instead of having this kind of talk now. 


"But I'm not wasting my time on imagining what would have happened so long ago now, and while it wouldn't 
have been much different -you still would have forgotten me and what you said for that time being until I'd 
given up on it -l'd seriously hope | won't have to explain why it's harder now after years to just bounce back 
and continue the same way like it didn't happen 


"No." Jon shook his head without breaking his gaze from the ground. "You don't." 


"The silver lining | had in it for myself." Kip paused and his tone lightened a step at the positive turn, but he 
looked weary of what he was about to divulge, "I've been lucky in who I've worked with, between my managers, 
and my bandmates -they've all been true to what they've said and stood up for each other as well as what 
we're working together for -and life with the fan base has been good. But I've heard horror stories from 
managers about other bands going under -from each other and from bad management. I've met good guys in 
other bands that aren't together anymore because they couldn't stop fighting each other, and | didn't ignore 
Alice all the times he warned me that people in this industry can be just as cruel across bands as anyone in 
the world. And if my luck runs out and | get struck by someone out there, maybe I'll be able to move on 


sooner in my own way, because I'll already have the experience of dealing with the same kind of hard feelings." 
He paused again, this time to look Jon straight in the eyes. 


"What | hope is that getting through this now with you will help me deal with fully forgiving those kinds of big 


things and making it right when it is possible -just as much as | want to clear it for just us." 


When Kip didn't say anything further but kept staring him down with his blank expression, Jon took it as his 


prompt to respond. 


"That's only fair when I'm the first to do it To you like that. You already know | want to do whatever | can to 
make it right, because it's all on me. And I'll be here to work with you on it -like | should be and how | should 


have been from the start.” 


"That goes both ways," Kip added. "You hold your end and | hold mine, and we both have to be open about what 


we need and how it's gonna be." 

"And | know | already did backstage, but you weren't ready to talk and | should do it over properly. So, even 
though I've said it, | am sorry for what | did -or didn't- do, and for what happened, Kip -and for that the 
other night too." 

Kip nodded, but didn't say anything. 

| hope you can at least trust that | get what you went through. | know | probably left you feeling used." 

Jon trailed off. The words that formed in his head were ‘or feeling like | treated you like some backstage whore’ 
and it wasn't inaccurate, but the thought seemed so harsh to him that he couldn't bear to plant it in Kip's 
head if he had not thought it before. He feared that saying it now would overwhelm and inhibit Kip from telling 


anything further, and he hung on his next sentence, reaching for something less abrasive. 


".and maybe, | guess | probably made you feel like -| guess | should put it-" 


"Dirty, maybe? A slut? Or like a naive rookie that didn't have enough sense to know better?" Kip pressed his 
lips into a thin line and cast a sidelong glance at Jon from under his hair as the slack he'd given tightened up 
again "Like | got put in place by a superstar? Perhaps those are the words you seem a bit hesitant to spit 


out?" 


Jon gulped and shifted his position on the edge of the bed with discomfort. "Not exactly how I'd have worded it, 


but along those lines." 
"Well, whether you meant it to be that way or not, you're right about that" 


This is what happens when you open a door thats been shut for years, Kip thought darkly, turning to look down 
at the carpet. I just had to come open this time when it was fine staying shut with everything in the past, and 
now its gotta be like it just happened all over again 


Kip could see Jon trying to dance around anything that would make him feel talked down on. He knew Jon was 
trying to be respectful -to show him the respect of having made it to his own place and show that he didn't 
see him any less before. But having to walk back into what he'd shut up behind him, he remembered feeling 

like a rookie getting thrown back on the ground like a fool and told to stay there by an industry veteran, and 
every effort Jon made to avoid it only made him feel like he was getting the same talking down all over again 


-this time, straight to his face. 


Despite knowing well enough it wasn't meant that way, he'd be damned to let feeling it now get to him enough 
to show it and embarrass them both. He wasn't going to have an outburst and swear at Jon or strike at him, 
nor was he going to flinch back from him or sit helpless to know how to respond -even though he felt the 
faintest desire to do all those things at once. 


Dont think that way, he willed himself, trying to cool off so that he could look back up without glaring daggers, 


and to be able to soon enough to not look like he was curled up to sulk. 


Dont get angry now over what happened then; its too late to leave it alone now.. Don't back down, but dont snap 
at hm either. Don't do something stupid and add to this.. 


"And I'm sorry that this is difficult too-" 


"Wait." Kip held up his index finger, staying bent over, now with his eyes closed and speaking with an ice cold, 
low voice just above a whisper. "Just wait." 


Honoring the simple request, Jon watched Kip silently instead. He watched Kip take a few slow, deep breaths, 
run his hands up into his hair and stop to rub at his temples, and swallow thickly. The stress and pain of the 


past was visible now, but Kip's rigidly calm exterior stayed frozen in place. 


Jon had prepared himself for yelling, cursing, and being called all the scornful titles he'd put on himself over 
the past couple of days. As much as he doubted it would happen with the way Kip carried himself and the 


time passed, he'd been aware of the possibility that their talk could become emotionally heavy and that he 
would have to jump to damage control right off the bat. 


What he hadn't prepared for was this stoic Kip, and just how polite he was making an effort to be as he told 
his side. Even as he called him out on his faults directly, he was painfully polite. That, to Jon, was far more 
terrifying than if Kip had been yelling straight into his face while wielding a bloody phone cord, and it was 
striking him in the one place he hadn't guarded himself, taunting him as just one more way that Kip should 
have been different than the common, one-night stand. 


He willed himself not to fold in on himself at the nauseous feeling twisting his stomach and spreading upward 
to shoot a sharp ache through his sides. He only got such pains when he'd done something he was 
overwhelmingly ashamed of, as he had. Guilt pain, he'd found, was a real thing that could strike over the 
smallest, most ridiculous things -sometimes things he couldn't control. This time, he deserved it, and he 


refused to seek comfort or stop Kip to dig for pain relievers he doubted would help him. 


Kip finally looked up, and spoke with a curt laugh -sarcastic, and somehow making him seem even more rigid, 


cold, and dark. 


"You know, | said the other night | was pretty sure | was over it, and | thought | was. Having to look back like 
this? Clearly, I'm not.” 


"Neither of us are," Jon agreed. "Not even close." 
Silence fell for another moment just long enough to cross the threshold of discomfort. 


lm not angry at you personally, Jon," insisted Kip. He sighed and ran his hands up into his hair again. "I get 
how it could happen that way, like | said. But | was angry -and yes, hurt -with the situation | lived through at 
that time, and having to suddenly deal with it again when | hadn't thought about it once for a long while is 
really fucking hard, to be honest -so bear with me while | bear with getting through this with you." 


He stood up, heaved another sigh, and paced around his chair in thought twice, before finally beginning to take 
small steps toward the door. 


"All | ask is for you to be honest if you don't see it working out, if we end up trying to go further than 
getting back on comfortable terms. Live up to being open with me like you said you would while we try to 
start over, Jon, please. And if we can and we do make it back to where we were, keep your word this time. 
Because if this is some sort of game you do with groupies and backstage visitors, I'm not playing it, and this 


will be the last time you lead me on" 
"| understand, and | promise it's not like that, Kip." 


"Then don't let it turn into that. Remember, just because I'm willing to try it doesn't mean I'm ready to trust 


you again" 


In the back of his head, Jon could hear the lyrics Kip had forcefully shouted out last night -more so than in 
Miami -over the instruments clambering about the chords that hung between the dark, evil tone of G minor, 
and the tension and anxiety of A minor, settling for a conflicted power struggle of emotions, as much a 
struggle as the positions of the chord progression had to have been to physically hit. A quick thought as to 
where between the frets the rhythm chords might have rested on the guitar merged with the horrors of his 
nightmare, so that he saw the guitar strings breaking and tying his bloody fingers down before he could move 
to identify the position of the next chord, leaving him no choice but to surrender his attempt. 


Kip now had the door to the room open, and he was standing on the threshold, holding onto the door frame 
with one hand and the doorknob with his other like they were the only things keeping him in place rather than 
bolting. 


"We're not done talking. The door's already open, so we're going through with clearing this. But | think we'd 
better save the rest for another day. Before you end up in over your head, and before | say something l'm 


gonna regret and have to carry on mine." 


Jon watched as Kip deliberately pulled the door closed slowly, and very gently. It even rested on the frame 


ajar, without enough pressure to make the latch give way and click shut. 


When he looked away from the door, the first thing in the room Jon's eyes landed on was the phone, and he 
saw red that wasn't there as his stomach twisted again and sent another shooting pain through his sides -this 
time, so intense that he wanted to lie over, curl up, and not move at all. 


Instead, he sprang up from the end of the bed into a hunched sprint, but only dry-heaved in the safety of the 
bathroom with the feeling of dirtiness he couldn't expel -the same one he knew he'd left on Kip. 


Kip doubted Paul would be back already, but he walked down the hall to his room first to try it anyway. He 
needed to clear his head before going down to the front desk where he was on display to anyone in the world 
The halls were empty, but he had the same feeling he had making his way through the lobby on his way to 
Jon's room -everyone was watching and he had ‘dirty’ written all over himself after spilling all the dark, dirty 
feelings he hadn't planned to tell. He shuddered at the thought, feeling the same convulsion to his body he felt 
after being sick to his stomach, but with the lack of nausea. Once he'd said one thing he felt that was already 
private enough to question admitting right away, everything else came with it, and he was just as shocked as 
he suspected Jon was. Enough to want to have just a few minutes out of sight until the eyes his subconscious 
imagined being there turned away from him. 


So he was somewhat thrown when he looked down and found his note missing from under the door, and when 


it swung open to leave him facing Paul while the last of the storm was still swirling through him. 
"Kip, are you okay?" 


Kip chose not to try answering that question, and instead tried to respond casually, and as if he were not in 


shock. "When did you get back?" 


"Well, Fred decided to go back and catch Eric and Lemma to see if they could get some of the guys to go to 
dinner together, so | walked back with him. We were all having fun with a joke anyway, and you know how tour 
managers are if we go anywhere alone." Kip expected Paul to crack a smile and a different joke about managers 


and their fits, but he stayed serious instead. 


"When we got back, with the time it was and being pretty well past when you planned to meet with Jon, | 


figured I'd stay. In case you needed someone to be here with you afterward” 


Kip inhaled deeply and swallowed hard, letting his discomfort show with the room door safely closed for him to 
lean back on, knowing that Paul's eyes weren't looking him over for anything dirty. 


‘I've had enough of it today, Paul," he warned, sounding defeated. "If | need anything from you all, I'll say 
something, but I'm just gonna leave it alone and worry about other things. Before it turns into something 
bigger than it is." 


"Alright, you just tell me whatever." Paul perked up, intent on moving to a more pleasant topic before any 
truly bad feelings could spread. "Hey, wanna take a look at some of those songs we've been working on for a 
little bit before we think about getting something to eat? That way we have a little while to hang out and relax 


here?" 


“That.. sounds like a good plan for now." Paul watched as some of the tension seemed to release Kip's 


shoulders, and quietly sighed with relief. 
He went to get his notepad. 


‘Once we get going, if you feel like you'd rather just order something and stay in and get this written, that's 
good too." 


"Oh, no." Kip shook his head and managed a snide smirk. "A few minutes to wind down is one thing, but l'm not 
spending the night sulking in a hotel room over it and hiding from anything fun 


"Well, good," Paul declared, unfolding his notebook, "because | was hoping we'd grab Reb and Rod and show them 
the one we finished writing up yesterday that we only started seven months ago!" 


"It only took that long -we didn't manage to get it done in the first five minutes we had it; we know how that 


works for us." 


"Yeah, from that moment, we knew what we were getting into!" An idea struck Paul for an even better, much- 
needed distraction, and his eyes lit up. "By the way, if you're feeling good with it, with who Fred was talking 
about getting when we arrived, | think Rick Criniti might not be going with them. He kind of had that look of 


being left out, but you know he's got that real good, screwed-up sense of humor-" 


Kip smirked for real this time; already, he was feeling better with something else to turn to for the moment 
being. "Yeah, he could have walked backstage at an Alice gig with us and nobody would guess he didn't belong 
there." 


"Wanna invite him with us when we head out?" 


It wouldn't have been the first time Paul had invited any of them along; so far, touring along Cinderella had 
been fun, and throwing Bon Jovi into the equation couldn't have changed that much, aside that they'd spend 


more time together instead. 


"Sure; if he's the only one being left alone tonight and he doesn't want to stay in, we'll take him along." Kip 
struck Paul in the arm. "Two hyper keyboardists at one dinner table -that's gonna make for an interesting 


night. We might just be in trouble." 


"Aw man, that hurt!" Paul made his best mimic of Alice's evil laugh impression. "We're in trouble and it will be 
great! That does it" He sat down on the bed with his notes of chords and annotations. "I know where we left 
off yesterday, but | think we'll keep "Miles Away" put aside for tonight and focus on something else we haven't 
named yet instead. Take a look at this one, and fell me what you think.” 


Kip found himself silently thanking Paul -all teasing for the troublemaker keyboardist he was aside -for being 
the first one to make that question easy for him that day. 


5. Hll Take More Than A Doctor 


Author's Notes: 

Another mean cross-band reference tossed in as symbolism to Jon's conundrum ("Don't Know What You Got" 
has nearly the same progression as "Can't Fight This Feeling’, and l'm not a fan of either -but the antiparallel 
lyrics of each against the parallel tunes have some relevance to the plot.) This chapter is the start of 
Cinderella's significance -here, Rick Criniti as a parallel to Kip, minus the romantic factor. A little on him for 
perspective: Rick was with Cinderella for touring and in session through the 80s and early 40s, but not seen as 
a true member. His keyboards were hidden offstage when he was on tour -and he's loosely written because it 
takes a lot of digging for info on him. He's played guitar on all his other projects, and then he moved on to TV 
scoring like Paul did. Jon has supported the Cinderella guys pretty well, but maybe he forgot to look out for 
Rick the same as the others, and he got forgotten too. | also am adding a disclaimer that the show they're 
preparing for in this chapter was not listed on the tour date archive site | looked at for all the others, but 
the gap seemed awkward, and the week after I'd copied down the shows | used for the timeline, somebody 
deleted everything Cinderella did in ‘89, and every show Winger had up until ‘93, so there already could have 
been a few missing (real crappy of whoever did that!) And had that archive not been there from the start, | 
would have just picked larger cities that made sense to stop in along the way, so | used that trick here. 


The last performance in Florida was winding up to be far more difficult for Jon than the one in Miami, even 


being in heat and humidity that wasn't entirely smothering. 


Going out to dinner following his talk with Kip had been a less-than-enjoyable experience with a complete lacking 
of appetite. Still in the throes of his shame-induced stomach pains, he went to his room for the night 
immediately upon getting back, not wanting anything to do with leaving it. Not even joining Richie and Lemma to 


jam and watch TV in their room on their invitation. 
By the time he woke up in the morning, Jon was undeniably sick. 


He was grateful that they'd had one night off, that the distance was short, and that they weren't on the road 
driving overnight into the Daytona Beach show Doc had managed to score them just one day before starting in 
Tallahassee. He was sure a late night and light sleep on the bus would have been the tipping point for him - 
possibly for Kip too. 


Unfortunately, since it had been their last night in the respite of the hotel, and checkout time was mid- 
morning, he still had to wake up early to pack his bag and make sure he had everything out and back on the 
bus for their long, overnight ride to Greenville, South Carolina, and it added enough to his agony. He was now 


cursing himself for approving Doc's decision to slide another show in when they could have had two nights off 


before their long, Northbound ride. 


That was really bright on management's part this time too, he sulked, taking some time to flip through his copy 


of the tour schedule as a distraction once he'd settled into his bunk on the bus after checking out. 


One of the venue promoters just HAD fo have us all come tomorrow night. They couldnt wait until after our 
Georgia shows and have it be around when we play Columbia No, we have to ride all the way up to South Carolina 


so that we can ride back down into Georgia afterward We could have had a short ride in comparison, but no.. 


Jon could pretend he was upset with the arrangements the promotors and managers set up, but despite his 
internal monologue, he knew he wasn't. There was likely some reason why in the dealings of it all that made it 
make sense -something he wouldn't know until he made the choice to take on the responsibility of managing it 


himself, which he'd considered doing, but knew he wasn't quite ready for it yet. 


And | won't figure out how to make this right for Kp in one way or another until | quit suking here over what I did 


and get on whatever work | have fo do.. 

But, he didn't feel quite ready for that yet either. Not with the nausea twisting his stomach, the chills 
weakening his body, and the headache clouding his thoughts. He was running a fever, feeling run down, and while 
he had a feeling it wasn't contagious, running away from his problems for just a little while in case it was felt 
pretty good to Jon 

As long as | dont get too far and forget about them, he added to his conclusion 

"Heyl" A knocking came on his bunk post. "Jon, hey! You in there?" 

He whimpered softly, feeling his head throb at the sudden sound. 

"Yeah, Richie?" 


His curtain pulled back to reveal a puzzled Richie kneeling beside his bunk 


"Jon?" Richie reached in with his free hand that wasn't holding the curtain to palm at his forehead, and did a 
double-take. 


"Man, when you were the last out and didn't come off the bus after stashing your stuff, | was getting ready 
to ask what kind of party you went to without us to get so hungover, since it must have been a hell of a good 


time to have you down like this," he quipped. "But | guess you're just sick" 


‘Mmmm.." Jon squeezed his eyes shut and pulled his knees in against his chest as the sharp pain though his 


middle tightened at the mention. 
"The guys are all going out together to get some breakfast. Think it'd help to get something in you?" 


Jon winced. He'd barely been able to stomach swallowing down the can of ginger ale he got from the hotel 


vending machine, though it had helped the nausea some after time passed for it to settle.. 


Richie bugged his eyes, hunched over, and grinned maniacally. Jon knew that the charade they'd somehow 


started in Japan was about to make its appearance again. He'd already accepted it might not ever go away. 


"Come on, Jonny! Uncle Richie's gotta take his medicine now! Come with me -you need some medicine today 


too!" 
"Nnnnh.. Don't wanna." 


Richie turned serious again. "You probably need to eat something before you can take anything to help with it. 
Even if its just some toast." 


"I think I'll go somewhere on my own if | want anything," Jon murmured. "I don't want anyone to catch it if it 


can spread." 


"If it can spread? What? Is it really that you're sick sick and contagious, or are you just afraid that being 


around somebody will make it harder for you to deal with what you're feeling?” 


As if on cue, the radio playing at the front of the bus just past the bunks swelled into a chorus of sappy 
vocal harmonies over a flourish of synthesizer that echoed every chord the piano struck on a floaty, A Major 
lift that should have only belonged in fairy tale movies. Technically, it was the same sound Cinderella had taken 
with their most successful power ballad, but Jon could give them a pass between Tom's raspy voice holding it 
from straying too far over the line, and the name of the band alone was enough excuse for the sake of good 
humor. However, the same could not be said for Kevin Cronin's smooth, wailing take on it, and today was the 


last kind of day Jon would want to hear it. 


"Hey, there's a romantic that makes our ballads look tame," noted Richie with a smirk. "Tell that to any critics, 


though I'm not sure if you're far from crawling on the floor with the way you're looking right now.’ 


Jon did his best attempt of a naughty grin, which was halfway over the line with a grimace, because crawling 
was indeed beginning to feel like a possibility if he got to feeling any worse, all in his head or not. 


"Richie," he spoke, voice wavering as he forced it to go loud despite his discomfort, "if you keep standing here 
and joking about it, and you don't go turn that thing off, | won't fight this feeling | have right now to puke all 


over you." 


Playing along with the act, though also truly concerned, Richie flinched, bugged his eyes out in horror, and 
sprinted away from the bunk Two seconds later, the tune of ‘Can't Fight This Feeling’ silenced. 


“Alright, | get it. l'm hungry, so l'm gonna go eat whether you're coming or not. If you want to stay, stay. 
Nothing nose or throat, right?" 


"Nuh-uh." Jon gave a thumbs up. "I'll be good to go tonight" 


"At least we're not playing Augusta. It's just tonight and tomorrow night” 


Even though that was more a matter of Winger and Cinderella playing at a smaller venue there, Jon silently did 


thank Doc and Rich for that as Richie left him to himself to curl up and go back to sleep. 


Once Richie rejoined everyone else and they set off on the walk to the restaurant a few blocks down, they 
worked out putting Tom, Eric, Tico, and Rod in charge of overseeing the group and reining them in if anyone 
started to get out of control. They'd all been touring long enough to figure out that it was rather easy to get 
rowdy around a table in a group of four, let alone thirteen. Fourteen if Jon came along. At the very least, the 
trouble included getting excited in the conversation of the moment and becoming far too loud without knowing 


it. But sometimes, they could outright turn into a group of overgrown children. 


They'd also found on many a tour that different bands had different thresholds of what to see as going too 
far. But since the night a few weeks ago when Fred Coury got splashed in the face with everything in Jeff 

LaBar's drink glass after he cracked one joke too many and Jeff chucked it across the table at him, they'd all 
been taking measures together to keep the line between public-appropriate antics and backstage party antics 


drawn clearly. 


"We do that kind of stuff backstage -not where we could get kicked out for it," Eric reminded, pointing to Fred 
and Jeff once they were all seated with a few tables pushed together to accommodate the large group. "And 
that's not nice to the staff either, so we're not letting that die." 


"And | can tell you they appreciate that thought," said Kip, matter-of-factly. Even no longer being in a position 
to have to put up with the mess, he could empathize, and wasn't quite ready for anything too wild himself 
after the previous day. 


"| don't know, they might not appreciate you if you don't figure out what you want first." Reb tapped his finger 


on the menu in front of Kip. "Seriously!" 


"You're not ever gonna let that one die either, are you, Reb?" Jeff was having one of his random giggle-fits in 
which everything became funny, and currently, Kip's challenged ability to make choices was his source of 


amusement. "You've told Kip that every time we've been somewhere together." 

"Well, we do have a bus to be on in just a little over an hour, and the drivers might want to take off earlier if 
we can, since 4 East gets pretty stacked" Rod gave Kip the weary look. "I'm with Reb on watching the clock 
today. Better hop to it" 

Kip gave a half-bashful, half-scheming grin, shook his head, and looked back to the options. 


"We can all yell while he's trying to order and make sure he's good and distracted," joked David. "Jeff, you and |, 
Richie, and then Paul, maybe, and-" 


Paul began laughing, "and Tom can really go shrill on us -itd have to be him, since Jon's not here and Kip'll 


distract himself enough on his own without singing it!" 


‘Shhhhh," warned Tom. Placing his palms on the table and keeping his head bent low, he mouthed silently to Paul, 
David, and Richie. ‘No.’ 


"Aw, Tom, you're no fun when you're in charge," moaned Richie. 
No.’ 


But feeling a little too distracted with other things, Kip didn't have much energy to put toward indecision on 
what to get, and didn't pick up the play once Tom put it down, so everyone ended up staying relatively quiet 
until the waiter arrived. And with twelve other people present and strategically putting Kip last, he 


miraculously only took a couple of minutes on his turn rather than the usual five or more. 

"Be still my beating heart." Paul placed his hand on his chest and pretended to slip down in his seat to pass out, 
and despite holding a responsible position at the table, even Rod humored him by miming along until Kip 
diverted his eyes bashfully and laughed. 


"Aw, come on; you guys are gonna embarrass him," Tom chuckled, coming to the rescue. "Anyone got anything 


interesting to talk about aside from Kip's difficulties with making choices?" 


"Just life on the road," said Alec, looking up from where he was looking over the tour schedule with Tico, 


seeming to have been in an intense conversation off to the side with him over it. 


"Why didn't Jon come along?" asked Jeff, looking up and down the table. "A phone call on business or 


something?" 


"Sick," said Richie, opting to stick to his word to Jon and keep quiet on what he really suspected. "Staying on the 
bus. | don't think it's contagious, but he doesn't want to give you what he's got. Just in case." 


"He's sick?" Jeff wilted a little. "Aw man, that's no fun" 
"If he's getting rest, that's the best thing he can do." Alec shrugged. "Cant worry about it past that." 


"What's he sick with?" Kip leaned forward and zoned in on Richie with his inquisitive expression that just 


screamed that he knew there was something suspicious. 


"Beats me." On the other side of the table, Richie leaned back with upturned palms. "Doesn't sound like it's 
gonna cause problems with his singing, but he says he's not feeling right, and he wasn't looking right either. It 
felt like he was running a fever too. Felt the heat right on my hand." 


Something about the look Richie sent read a silent message toward Kip's own: 


Look, | dont know whats going on with you guys, ‘cause | can only get him fo tell me so much at once. IF you feel 
led to check on him, knock yourself out, but | know something's up. 


"He was kind of quiet when we went out to dinner last night, and he didn't eat much," Tom noted, "so he was 


probably already coming down with it" 


"Probably something stomach-related then," suggested Paul. "I mean, just about anything on the road will do it. 
Sucks, but it happens." 


"He's not actually getting sick, is he?" asked Fred. “It might help him to eat if he's not actually puking.’ 


"Fred!" Eric buried his face in his hands. "Not right before we eat, damn it! Hey, Kip, if you want to smack him, 
you've got the green light from me." 


"No." Kip smirked and raised and lowered an eyebrow. "I only do that to my guys." He then slung his arm 


sideways right into Rod's arm playfully. 
"Ooh!" Rod sighed with a tired grin. "As you can see, Eric." 


"Anyway, | tried to argue with Jonny," continued Richie. "I tried to give his arm a good twist to get him to at 
least come along -no, Freddo, he wasn't that sick -but he had some threats for me if | didn't let him alone, so 


there he stays on the bus." 


"Ah, forget about him." Rick waved it off. "If he needs anything, he'll get it himself or ask us soon enough. 
Besides, you can't argue with him when he's sick" 


"Why not?" Paul turned to Rick, and even Kip perked up, intrigued by what kind of naughty humor the unsung 
keyboardist might produce for them. 


| was gonna say, we give each other a helluva hard time when we're sick," said Tico. "You bet, Richie tried to 


twist his arm. I'm amazed Jon didn't end up coming anyway -he might have gotten less grief” 


‘I've always said it. You can’t argue with a sick mind" Rick spoke with a hint of laughter in his voice, perfectly 
blending it so that it was hard to tell if he was doing it deliberately to sound crazy, if he knew something that 
not everyone else did, or if he truly was laughing like only the evil and the insane could. "He didn't want to 
come, and he damn well wasn't gonna let you argue any different -not when he can't think it though. Doesn't 
matter if you're drugged, delirious, too distracted -l1 got another kind of sick mind myself, so you can't argue 
that with me! And | know Fred won't argue with it when | say that nobody can argue with Andy Johns and his 


sick mind." 


‘Oh, fuckin’ don't remind me." Fred moaned and shook his head. "The psycho killer acts like it's my fault that he 


had to get two major session drummers when he's the one who ran me out with the yelling -'do that take 


again and do it fucking right this time’ -and bragging about being a slave master, and-" 


Jeff reached over and patted Fred's shoulder. "He's a jerk, but it's over, and he's not here. He doesn't deserve 


to make you feel like shit now." 


"We keep saying that's gonna be part of our next photo shoot if Andy and the rest of management allow us to 
include Rick," said Eric casually. "We're gonna write ‘sick mind’ or ‘psycho’ across his forehead or something like 


that with as crazy as he acts when he's not in hiding." 


"Oh, do it," exclaimed Richie. "I approve! If they say no, I'll go to bat for you, Rick. Whether Jon does or not -if 


he doesn't get on it soon enough, you just ask me, and |'ll-" 


"Richie, keep it down" Tom began to scold him playfully. "You know, what would Jon say about that if he was 
here? If he weren't tied up with something else while being here, that is -lord knows..." 


Kip raised his eyebrows, questioning what Richie meant by that, and where Tom was going. He and Paul had 
kept quiet the previous night, but he wasn't putting it past anyone other than Richie to have put some subtle 
signs together too. 


"Oh, I'm sure he would be tied up with something else," said Rick, and when he did, Reb set his drink down and 
sat up jet straight. Kip was just about to give Reb the ‘leave it alone until later’ look, when Rick continued in a 


way which thankfully deflected their concern. 


"You know he'd have to have the sunglasses and the hat on, and he'd still have to be watching his back in here 
-he'd better not talk to Richie out here. Dead giveaway if anything else, and maybe he'd decide to go off with 
them anyway. And if that didn't happen, if you guys keep giving him a hard time when he's sick, he's just gonna 
want to stay on the bus without you!" 


"Yeah, true." Fred sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. "Just like | gave up on trying to fight it in the 
studio once Andy turned me into a nervous wreck, and Rick resorted to staying off the stage." 


At that, Kip's curiosity became too strong to ignore. Seeing Paul winding up with it too and knowing somebody 
was going to ask whether he did or not, he chose not to sit on it any longer. 


‘Ive heard Fred talk about Andy and the session drummers and get what happened there, but what did Andy 
do to Rick? If he's okay telling." 


Tom sighed, gazing up to the ceiling under his bangs ruefully. 
"As much as we like to joke between us that Rick is our sideman and how we like to deny having a keyboard 


player because of what some people out there will say, it wasn't our initial intention for it to be that way. It 


ended up like that over the time leading up to our first release." 


"How?" Now Paul was curious too. 


"Because it was stupid," said Eric tiredly. "You know how opinions go in and out every other month on what's 


considered cool around here, and especially with the sound we want to push-" 


"Which is lot more blues-driven than one would think by the way you guys look, since everyone wants to judge 


a book by its cover-" cut in Alec. 


"-yeah, and a lot of our managers were insistent that we'd be a lot more successful for our style -that 


people would have better respect -if they made it look like we don't have a keyboardist on Night Songs" 


"Oh, now that's stupid," groaned Reb, unable to hold back even while in his morning quiet. "Nobody ever said 
that to Paul, and if they did, we'd have had more than a few things to say they'd rather not know." 


It was fucking stupid alright. Of course, it did the opposite -when some fans figured it out, we caught some 
flak for hiding it, which is why he's listed on Long Cold Winter as he should be, and as he should have been 
from the start if certain people hadn't made a problem of it," added Jeff. 

Tom held up his hands. "Jeff. Settle down." 


"Funny they kind of relaxed on that the same year you guys got started" Jeff motioned to Paul and Kip, then 
obliged having firished his point. 


"Keyboard got cool again" Rick motioned for a second like he was getting ready to put his feet up on the table 
to make his point, but stopped just as Tico shot him the terrifying glare some drummers seemed to naturally 
possess and stiffly shook his head once to a rhythm that said ‘uh-uh’ 

"So, | guess Andy was one of the ones who pushed that, but what about Jon?" asked Paul. 

Kip sat back and listened, torn between caution at Paul's digging, and being thankful for not having to look 
suspicious by asking too much. The calm attitude Rick took toward it was reassuring, but Kip knew as well as 
anyone with the turn of the last week how deceptive it could have been. 

"Well, we tried calling him up on it. He helped get us the record deal -said if we needed anything to just let him 
know, and that worked great for the four of us getting in to actually record," said Eric. "Rick joined us right 
before we started recording, so Jon didn't know him as well-" 

"IIl give it to him that they were on tour too," Rick cut in. 


"| think we were overseas -not that it fixes it," added David. 


"Thing is, we did get ahold of him, and he seemed inclined to get hooked up with our managers again and make 


a case for getting me on officially." 


‘Or at least openly credited as a contributor and included in the cover notes and stage setup if that had to be 


a compromise," said Tom. 


"With the idea we'd get it right by Winter -and hey, | can't complain or argue there either ‘cause it happened 
in a way. Even if the same fans who probably freaked out over me not being listed before looked at my name 
and went ‘who the hell's this weirdo?" Rick picked up a napkin and held it out from himself like a record sleeve, 
squinting one eye, bugging the other out, and poking his tongue through his teeth with a snarled mouth that 
exposed it. 


Kip and Paul simultaneously slapped the table and snickered. 


"All jokes aside," Kip said, running his fingers over his face and into his hair, "what happened from there with 
Night Songs?" 


"Well, Jon said he'd get on it with the managers and say | was going to be in the dealings -obviously, he doesn't 
have a problem with keyboards-" 


"Hey," Richie hissed, "he'd better not, Lemma could pound him with his fingertips alone!" 


David grinned and motioned to strike at Richie with his hand extended like a claw, fingers extended around a 


tonic triad chord. 


"Guys." Tico sighed and shook his head. "Let Rick finish his story; he's never gonna get through it if you keep 


on- 


‘Oh, forget about it -I love it! Give me hell, Lemma!" Rick snarled his words as he shot a truly demented- 
looking grin at David with a low cackle. "Gotta be able to laugh at yourself. Something came up along the line - 
probably had to do with touring -and Jon stopped responding to the letters and phone calls entirely -so 
whatever he would have done, eh.. It just didn't happen" 


"We could not reach him -we even tried to hunt down Doc McGhee to try and get to him," said Tom. "By the 
time he got back to us, we'd already passed the album deadline, so it got released without him listed; the stage 
plans were set because we were ready to take off on tour -all that was left was a few leftover video shoots. 
Jon seemed to feel pretty badly about that -he did manage to dupe Andy into letting Rick into "Somebody Save 
Me" by having Andy in it with us too like we were recording -Rick could have been any session player just 
hanging out in the video-" 


"Hey, | was there -beggars can't be choosers." Rick crossed his arms again. "Videos can become pretty 
ridiculous anyway; maybe it was just as well | was only there for a few seconds. And the ‘Save Me’ one was 


reasonable -some music videos out there put my mind to shame!" 


"Poor Jeff Pilson," Paul giggled ruefully, “though | think he did pretty well pulling off his parts in those Dokken 


videos. Why the side of the stage now, Rick?" 

"We never got around to changing the stage plans by the time the tour started, so | went with it" 

"We gave him the choice to change it later," added Eric. 

"They did," agreed Rick. "I just got used to it. It's not like my parts in the music are that significant anyway." 


"Well, you're not pounding out rhythm and shouting to the world that you're there like Paul and Lemma do - 
doesn't mean you're not important," Jeff insisted, "despite what our joking might make you think." 


"Oh, Rick does half the joking right on himself," Richie scolded in a low, husky tone. "Yes he does -he just did!" 


"| do." Rick beamed, closed his eyes, and turned his nose up in the air as he sat back casually. "Like | said, how 
are you gonna deal with pleasing a sick minded producer if you can't laugh at yourself? Not worth the trouble 
to fight instead. Jon promised me that he'd make sure it was right with Long Cold Winter, and he stuck to 
every word he said. They also made sure with Jon in the end that | wasn't going to be screwed over in the 


dealings with being listed as a hired gun and I'm still touring and enjoying myself -that's all that matters.” 


"He says he was fine with it, but." Jeff suddenly went serious and cast a dark, sidelong glance to Rick. "I never 
thought it was right, and I'll just say I've already offered him to give Jon -and especially Andy -a good, fucking 
piece of my mind for him for that-" 


Eric slapped his hand down on an open space beside his plate. "Ah-ah! We are not gonna talk trash at the 
table!" 


Rick shook his head, snickering to himself and waving Eric and Jeff off. "Dont worry about it -Jon's cool, and 
so's everyone else. | already said I'm fine with it; we're all cool, but if you want to think otherwise, Jeff, I'm 
not gonna tell you off either. If anyone else is still concerned, | can tell you the perks. | get to enjoy the touring 
life, and | don't have to deal with out of control people jumping on the stage or throwing things either. It's 
especially nice being off the side when it's raining -getting that extra shelter -aaaand, you don't get the hot 
stage lights on these hot nights we've been having-" 


"See, there's one | could get behind," Rod admitted. "That last point is true." 


"Jealous yet? Nah." Rick continued to grin evilly. "The stage is great; I've just decided it's not for me here -if | 
were playing my guitar, I'd think different. Besides.. When you're the one hidden away and if you don't have a 
part on a certain song, nobody knows if you step off during a song. Or, if you leave during the goodbyes. And 
since I'm the first one off, I'll be the first one back to the bus or the dressing room for any early arrivals 
waiting for us -l'm the first one they'll see, but what happens in the dressing room and the back of the bus 
stays there, so l'm not telling how often that is or how well it goes." 


"Man, Rick," laughed Fred, "how do you know about how many girls are waiting for us when you can't see them 


from the side and they don't know you're there?" 


"Hey, you guys can rag on this guy all you want," said Paul, pointing and passing his finger across Tom, Jeff, 
Eric, Fred to land on Rick, lifting his arm up high enough for the sweep that he might as well have been 
pointing across the entire dining room. "All of you. And people out there can say what they will too. But 
between me and David, you'd be the odd ones out without a keyboardist if he weren't here-" 


"And we're all the troublemakers too," David cut in. 


"-which means we have strength in numbers for rock and roll" Paul pointed across the table again, and Rick 


and David joined in with him at the end, pointing back. 


"Paul, watch your volume," warned Rod, saving his mug from getting knocked over by Paul's enthusiastic arm 


motion at the last second. "And don't point that high up!" 


"Oh, you think that's up high?" asked David. He tapped on Richie's shoulder and stood up with his arm extended 
over his head to point down over the table. "Richie and | can show you pointing up high!" 


"Lemma!" Tico pulled David by the shirt to fall hard back into his seat. "Sit down!" 


“Alright, kids, that's enough!" Eric clapped his hands together as he cracked himself up. "It is foo early in the 
day for all this. Save it for tonight!" 


"Damn right, it's too early," Reb groaned from where he'd quietly been sitting beside Kip and watching and 


listening to the craziness unfold. 


"Yeah, and let's give Rick a minute in peace so that he can actually eat his food while we're at it," Alec 
snorted, motioning to the waiter coming over with food trays. "He's not used to getting so much attention to 
eat and talk at the same time!" 


"See, Kip's your guy here who's slow to choose his food, and Rick is our guy who's slow to eat his food" Jeff 


began giggling in his nervous manner again, but Reb cracked up too, unable to disagree and for once not being 


the one to start it. 
Rick tossed his hands up and snorted. “Hey, I'm not gonna deny that either!" 


At that, the buzz around the table died back down to its regular level with smaller side conversations popping 
up around between adjacent seats over breakfast. Progress on writing. Plans for the next off-night on the 
schedule. It all looped around to preparing to play in Daytona just as they were all preparing to leave, with 
David, Tico, Alec, and Richie especially focused on what to do and who to call if Jon's condition had really gone 
downhill in the past hour. 


Richie squirreled away a piece of toast in a napkin to take back to the bus, just in case Jon would take his 


offer up on some stomach medicine and needed food with it. 


Kip carried nothing physical with him, but had plenty of thoughts to consider over the short ride up l-4 to 
Daytona Beach that he'd taken back from the mass table conversation 


Rick's story and its outcomes concerned and reassured him at the same time. With all the mixed details, it was 
hard to really draw a conclusion from it alone without hearing more on Jon's part, and he wasn't inclined to dig 
any more details out of the hidden keyboardist as he was to offer his own details outside the inner circle of 
his bandmates. 


As for Jon being sick himself, Kip had to question if Rick hadn't been onto something entirely different but 
subtle with his sick-mind musing, and if his ailment -fever included -wasn't all in his head. Indeed, Jon was 
probably very tied up with something else, and not out-of-control fans whom Rick used to cover the trail his 
mind tracked from the gutter. 


Kip didn't want Jon to outright suffer for something that had happened so long ago, but he wasn't going to 
apologize for what he brought on himself. If facing the past was hard for both of them, then that was fair. It 
didn't really help him to know that Jon was sick, but he took it as best as he could -as a sign Jon's apologies 


were sincere and that he did have remorse. 


What did help for sure was knowing it wasn't over yet and that there was time. There was hope he'd be able 
to at least resolve the past, rather than having to shut it out with a hundred unanswered questions as to 
what he did wrong. 


Between a satisfying writing session with Paul and going to bed early to get a solid night's sleep for once, Kip 
was almost feeling back to normal following his talk, save for the uncertainty still resting in the back of his 
head. Those included, his mind was back in the present -where he wanted it to be -and Rick's sick-minded 
humor at dinner after accepting Paul's invitation had taken him back to better memories of his Alice Cooper 
days before he could return from the past overnight -as well as ensuring nobody made it through the evening 
without ending up in stitches. 


Maybe, Kip wondered, that by the time Jon was feeling better, he'd be fully ready to continue their talk 
together -and with the hard past covered and dealt with, begin figuring out the future. 


b. Runaway 
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finish melting and really start warming up now. As a pianist, | can attest that the descriptions of Lemma's 
frustrated playing at the end with an awkward position are accurate! From the music video, he'd be bending 
even further forward -imagine if he was trying to get to the lower keyboard instead of the synthesizer 
stacked on top. 


Waking up the morning after his difficult show in Daytona Beach, Jon stumbled through the front of the bus 


to meet the driver up front. 


"Good day, sunshine," the driver snorted, motioning around his head and squinting his eyes in teasing reference 
to Jon's messy mass of blond curls over his squinted eyes, successfully pulling a groan from him. "Still in 


distress this morning?" 


"Can we pull over at the next rest area? | don't feel good; | need to walk around and get some fresh air." And 


try to clear my head with it. "| think that'll help if | can move." 


He'd had hangovers leave him feeling far worse than how he felt now, which was significantly better than the 
day before, but for it to drag on so long was miserable, and after spending every possible moment in his bunk 
and in a backstage couch yesterday, he was too stir-crazy to deal with it by staying down. Thus, he abandoned 
the curl-up-and-hide approach and looked to the opposite strategy -being hyperactive and winding himself up 
until he was energetic enough to push through anything. 


"We're already turned off on 26 Westbound, so there aren't too many to stop at, but I'll stop if there is one. If 
you start feeling real rough and we need to take an exit to town, tell me sooner than later. ‘Cause once we hit 
385 going around the city, there won't be much on the bypass except back into the city and getting caught in 

traffic." 


"Got ya," Jon murmured, turning around and walking back into the main section of the bus. He stopped in the 
lavatory to splash water on his face and shivered on his way to the cooler to get a drink. It was pretty warm 
onboard, but the overnight contrast of early April temperatures from Florida to South Carolina was enough to 
throw him off -especially with having spent most of the past thirty-six hours underneath blankets or under 
hot stage lighting. That, and his temperature, which was no longer high enough to call a fever, but higher than 


what he usually ran. 


It had driven him crazy with embarrassment, but despite his grouchy responses, Jon was grateful for Richie's 
handling of their hour and a half long drive out of Orlando. He'd been merciful enough to get Jon something 
from a corner drugstore that was supposed to treat headaches and nausea, and not the type that came from 
motion sickness, which Jon had already raided the first aid kit for to receive no relief. Richie's solution hadn't 
done much, but it had worked just enough to make the difference. Enough to not feel completely overwhelmed 
with discomfort onstage -which still wasn't much better than if he'd just stood in front of the bus and taken 


impact. 


He'd also been good with keeping him distracted. When Jon woke up and couldn't sleep halfway through the ride, 
he'd sat with Jon and kept him in stitches with unrelated stories -and laughing at how they had a triad of 
troublemaking keyboardists together on the road, as had been determined at breakfast in his absence -until 
Jon felt a different pain in his sides and stomach from the one he'd been feeling and continued to feel after 


the show. 


He needed to get back with Kip and talk to him again -at least to resolve their last conversation Ultimately, 
nothing was going to make it all go away until that happened. But, Jon wasn't going to bother Kip into doing it 
any sooner than he was ready. He knew well enough by the ghost of past embarrassment in Kip's eyes that 


Kip was protecting him from far worse by leaving the hotel room. 


He also needed to let off the stress of the past that had hit him all at once, and judging by the ride 
yesterday, Richie had already passed the stage of doing anything more than distracting. They were a little over 
an hour out from Greenville, and it wasn't quite noon yet. Maybe he'd manage to catch some time before or 


after soundcheck to try talking to David. 


After a time he'd lost track of with pacing up and down the bus aisle, with nobody awake to care about it 
aside from Tico reading something in the back lounge, Jon felt the bus shifting into the right lane, and heard 


the radio up front buzzing as the driver connected with the other two buses. 


“Alright, boss," called the driver, just as Jon finished getting his shoes on and laced up. "We're all stopping -one 
more mile up ahead. We want to beat afternoon traffic into town, so lets try and make it quick as possible. If 


you think it's helped as much as it can or if you don't feel it getting any better, hop back on" 


"Thanks, man," Jon whispered. "I owe you." He was several good paces away from the bus and toward the 
wooded dog-walking trail behind the welcome center building when he heard the bus driver calling everyone else 
with the warning that they were just under an hour away and they weren't stopping again, so anyone who 


needed or wanted something unaccommodated by the bus had better get up now. 


With his hair still tangled, in his face, and flattened from sleep, and clad in a loose t-shirt and track pants, Jon 
was mostly unrecognizable from how the world knew him to look, and he was fine by it for once when he felt 
the whole world was watching him when he got off the bus, even with the glorious cover the trail had. Was 


this how Kip felt back then? 


Even when nobody seemed to look his way -with the trail empty and all his bandmates and road guests stil 
asleep or preoccupied with the opportunity to get ready for the day in a bathroom that wasn't cramped, to 
brush teeth without having to use water in a cup from a cooler, and wash up with tap water that wasn't 


questionable as to how potable it was -he felt too visible. 


He quickened his stride, feeling the cool, spring breeze on his face. The fresh air -thick with the sweet, sappy 
smell of pine pollen that was setting poor Rod Morgenstein off in a sneezing fit as he made his way off the 
bus and inside -pulled away at his nausea. He heard Tom scolding a still half-asleep Fred to ‘go back on the bus 
and put on clothes’, that just because he didn't see a posted sign saying he couldn't go walking inside in nothing 
but his boxers and shower shoes didn't mean that he should. The faster the pace he took, the more cool air 


hit him and the better the effect he'd hoped for came about. 


When he finally heard Tico and David getting off their own bus last and heard David ask where he was, Jon 
was sprinting laps around the path, and he was no longer bothered by it. It wasn't a graceful a sprint as he 
might have made any other day. Half asleep, he neglected to run up on his toes, so his shoes loudly slapped 
against the broken-up asphalt trail with gravel filling its bare spots. A steady rhythm formed in his head with 


it as he ran, and he focused on it to ground himself. 


Jon ran until the cold soaked up his headache fog and left him feeling energized, and until he felt that he'd 
successfully run away from whatever was watching him. He stopped inside afterward to remove the evidence 
of exertion and wind nip to his cheeks with a splash of tap water, colder than what could be obtained on most 
tour buses. By luck, his timing got him on the median between parking lots which the welcome center building 
was situated on, just as the first of the crew began making their way back to the buses, and no one aside 


from his own driver was the wiser of his trail run. 


No one was the wiser of that, and very few would be the wiser that he still wasn't feeling too well. However, 


he doubted the same was for the tension between himself and Kip. 


By now, he expected everyone else had some idea His absence at breakfast had to have been raising a red 
flag, even if Kip had held perfectly stoic. His avoidance of the common area aside from when he knew everyone 
with Winger was either onstage or in their own dressing room could have pushed it last night too. He doubted 
Paul Taylor didn't know something, being roomed with Kip. And Richie knew. Richie's efforts to stay quiet to 
protect his feelings could only go but so far with his playful nature that could let it slip at any moment, and 
there wasn't much reason for him to keep quiet left. If he hadn't slipped it, his behavior toward looking out for 


him would give it away 
Inevitably, the cat was going to get out of the bag. There was no running from that. 
"Hey, you're looking pretty bright eyed and bushy-tailed under that rat's nest," Richie teased. "Feelin! better?" 


"Getting there. Still working on it" And / stil got a lot of work to do on that.. 


“Shame you didn't think to work on that mess inside," said Tico as the bus took off in the acceleration lane, 


followed by the other two. "Itll have to wait until we get there if you don't want to deal with cramped 
quarters. Lemma's feeling extra good this morning too since he didn't hit his head on a ceiling or wall five 


times trying to clean up." 

In contrast to Tico's deadpan, David mimed trying to brush his mess of hair out in the lavatory mirror, 
struggling to stay on his feet as the bus speed varied, slamming his elbows into the walls, and hitting his head 
on the low ceiling by standing up too quick in the doorway until he, Jon, and Richie collectively cracked up. 
David looked pleased with himself. "Puts a whole new meaning on banging on the bus!" 

Jon groaned. Time to get back on this and get it done before | can chicken out. He waited to see Tico head to the 
lounge, and noticed Richie going up front to the driver -he guessed, to get on the poor man's nerves for fun 
by asking how much longer they had when he'd already told them. 

"Hey, Lemma." 

"Whatcha got?" 


"Mind if we could talk about something when we get there? Preferably alone?" 


David's playfulness all but dropped out of him, replaced by suspicion, and Jon could already feel the shame 


catching up to him and creeping back on. 
“There's something more to you these last two days than just being sick" 
He nodded. "| got myself in some trouble.’ 


"You need help? Or just some advice?" David fell back on the couch as the bus took the sharp bend of a 
clover-leaf exit ramp where the one interstate intersected the other, and Jon barely managed to brace 
himself up to not fall down on it too. 


"What | need." he muttered, gripping the edge of the small counter across the aisle and collapsing down on the 
couch next to David in as dignified a manner as he could, ".is someone to confirm to me that what | think I'm 
gonna try doing isn't getting ready to do something else that's stupid, before | end up any further over my 
head." 


"Alright, soon as we get off the bus. Might as well while the crew's setting up.” 

As soon as they arrived and found out there was a rehearsal room backstage, Jon and David ducked into it. It 
was unlikely that anyone else would come flying for it straight off the bus, so they had a window to go 
undetected, 


Knowing it was still tempting fate, Jon leaned against the wall uncomfortably and made quick work of telling 


David what he'd already told Richie -that Kip was Alice's bassist from the past, his blunder and forgetting for 
the entirety of three years, and that now he was having to deal with it on the road. 


"Well, | think | know for sure why you've been sick -and why you really didn't want to go to breakfast with us 
either." 


"Yeah, and | know it too. | can't just stay moved on and leave the past in the past when the past is right next 


to us and everywhere we're going!” 


"You sure you can't just start over like it never happened?" David squinted and put his finger under his lower 
lip in thought, noticing something angry sparking in Jon's eyes. "Now, wait -| wouldn't stay that way, since it 
wouldn't be too nice to lie like that, but to start off and try to ease in so it doesn't overwhelm him-" 


"| approached him already and made the mistake of going straight to it, so | really can't now. Please don't tell 


me how | should have thought that over first," Jon moaned. "I already know." 

David took a deep breath and slowly blew it out through his lips without a sound. His exasperated mind wanted 
to soothe itself by comparing Jon's plea to his own mock one, telling Richard not to give the ‘| told you' talk 
when they'd been flopping around on the floor following the Miami show, but it knew better. This was no 
laughing matter, even for David Bryan's mind. They were lucky enough to be with good natured bands -this 
was a recipe for a never-ending inter-band feud with the wrong tempers involved, and Jon's troubles were stil 
playing with fire. Playing with fire in a drought area if the first words he'd spoken to Kip were rubbing it in his 
face. 

Oh, someone -anyone -help me. Jon, what have you managed to do this time? 

"How long has this been going on?" 

"Went up to him backstage in Miami." 

"Ahhh." David couldn't keep from smirking then. "I see." 


"Yeah, that's where | was. Not hooking up with a girl behind the stage like you all probably thought." 


"Hooking back up with the one night stand you had -| remember how much you went on about him before that 


show too." 


‘Lemma, the scariest part of it was that | really did mean to carry that one on -and | know you remember 


that part too." Jon began to full-on rant, pacing before David and motioning with his hands. 


David sighed and nodded to show Jon that he was listening. He opted not to say that when Jon stopped talking 
about Kip after that night, he thought they'd had an immediate falling out. 


"When we were getting ready to take off, it took me a couple of weeks to figure out where I'd seen him 
before. With a picture, name, and everything! We're not even talking about remembering what we did together, 


because that took longer with being in denial.. 


‘| only knew for sure after | saw him onstage, and for better or worse, | know | have to fix what happened 
even if it's just to end it properly -and the only way | could think of to get it through my head to know for 
sure was to watch him offstage. Yeah, that was stupid, but who thinks straight after realizing they did all 
that?" 


"| hear you." 


"The thing is, he doesn't even act like he's that mad over it" Jon threw his arms out to his sides incredulously. 
"If it happened to me, I'd be pissed" 


"Of course you would." David knew he would have been too. It was only fair that someone would be. "It's not 


just being let down, it's embarrassing." 
Jon seemed to deflate a little. 


"I think he played tough too while we were talking. He didn't deny it was hard, but | think it was worse than 
what he's even saying. | think | really hurt him." 


"Even if he's not doing too bad now, you probably did" David shrugged. "It's not hard to believe he wouldn't 
want you to think it hurt as much, for whatever reason you could say why. He might not even realize it all 
either. And if he was mortified back then, letting that show now past a point wouldn't help it. You don't walk up 
to the bully on the street and expect it to get any better by letting them get the satisfaction of knowing how 
much they got to you." 


Jon gulped, because that was true too. Even being good natured in conversation, his high status had the 
potential to have an intimidation factor. Maybe it hadn't intimidated Kip as a hired young gun while they were 
together, but in their conversation, Jon knew it made the abandonment look far worse than it was. Kip had 
managed to lunge from underneath him and take him from above in the back lounge, the dark hair, clothes, and 
blood making him look like the evil vampire preying on the cliche, innocent blond-hair and blue eyed victim, but 


by the next night, Jon had lost his innocent status entirely with one quick and lasting slip of the mind. 


"I know it sounds pathetic when | was the one who didn’t give it a second thought all those years, but | don't 


feel good at all about it, Lemma." 


David didn't mind listening to a rant, no matter how pathetic. He was used to it, and patient with it. As a 
keyboardist in the world of rock and roll and in the age of metal, he had to be. There were a boatload of 
critics -sometimes even managers -who could unleash some of the nastiest comments on any band with a 
keyboard player over how a synthesizer had no place in real, hard rock and roll, no matter how well and hard- 


driving it was played. Rick's fate under Cinderella's management -and another lapse in Jon's memory in the 


whirlwind that the Slippery When Wettour had been -was testament to it. If they did choose to face it head-on 
and play onstage, to combat it, a keyboardist needed to have a boatload of patience or a boatload of humor -if 
they didn't already need it while hidden away. While Lemma tended to favor the humor method, there were 
certain times when it would serve him few favors if it didn't make things entirely worse. Now was one of 


those times. 


He was lucky to be in a band like Bon Jovi -one that hit big fast and was successful enough in the right 
fanbase to not catch so much flak for being a wimpy band with a permanent keyboard player -and didn't get 
criticized by name as some might. He was lucky that with his background and the grades he'd gotten in 
university in pre-medicine, he'd have had plenty of options in and out of the music industry if Bon Jovi hadn't 
been successful. For the hard, two-faced world of a keyboardist in rock in the 80s, David had it easy, and he 


knew it. 


But it didn't mean he didn't need his defenses, or that he didn't ever use them. Right now, it came down to a 
choice of taking the stress from Jon, or running from him to leave him on his own and risk it dragging Jon 
down into one of his bad moods. Those were dangerous, because Jon could be so nice and mean at the same 
time. He could stay his friendly, gregarious heart-breaker self, yet become passive-aggressive and slip hints of 
his irritation so subtly that he often didn't realize it until it had built up and everyone was feeling tense. Or, he 
might get wired and snap at the wrong time -with his ways, it was most likely it would happen to Richie -and 
soon they'd have a whole-band nervous breakdown. Which made the time and distance to New Jersey feel ten 


times longer than it was at just the thought. 


Sitting back to hear out a rant was so much easier. As long as Jon didn't ask him to do any lifting. Fixing what 
he'd done in his personal time with Kip was not David's department, nor would he let it become that. 


"I know | need to talk to him again. | just don't wanna approach him before he's ready. He was having a rough 
time at the end of the last one. | know | can probably ask him and he'd tell me, but | just -| don't want him to 
think I'm gonna forget again, but | don't want to deny him his space either, you know? There's not much 
privacy on the road to begin with." 


"Maybe you could try the rom-com approach and send him a note?" Seeing that the critical stage of Jon's 


rant was over, and that Jon's spirits were falling fast, David tried to begin injecting humor again. 
Jon groaned. 


"Personally, I'd just go and ask, but seriously -if you don't want to get in his space too soon, just scribbling 


anything to say that he can find you when he's ready could work -but you have to decide that, Jon 
"No note. If he snaps on me, | deserve it" 


"And cut the pity party crap too, it doesn't help like you think it does when you drag it out," scolded David. 
"You know what | am gonna tell you to do? | can tell you've already told Richie all this, but if you haven't 
already, you need to tell Tico and Alec that you're in it with him too." 


"Lemma, | don't feel like telling the whole world about this-" 


"They already knew you had a night with one of Alice's guys; its not gonna be anything new to them. But they 
gotta know you're trying to work things out now. Hate to say it, Jonny -you're as easy-going as they come, 
but sometimes when you get past a point, you start getting a little testy.’ 


"How about now, Lemma?" asked Jon, barely managing to crack a smile in hopes of cheering himself up, 


because he knew that was true -for all of them. 


"I can't be the judge when you know more than me. We're all gonna be a little more sympathetic if we know 
what the problem is. And you'd better believe that it'll be easier when you can just tell us you're going to find 
Kip if you're looking backstage. At least then if Rich starts asking for you, we can tell him we know where you 
are and get you if you cut it too close -so he won't put you back under patrol again." 


Jon gave a pained laugh this time, and David joined in, momentarily regaining his playful demeanor. 


"You should have seen him. He was all red in the face; | thought he was gonna pull a Yosemite Sam. Ooooh!" The 
keyboardist scrunched up his face in anger to match his vocal imitation and made motions with his hands 


around his face to suggest steam from the ears. 


"Don't wind him up again. Really. He already has to deal with us on our own, and we're Looney Toons around 
here. One of these days, we'll make him lose his mind in the middle of the tour. And | think you'll have an 


easier time working it out with Kip if you don't have to work out a disagreement with the crew too." 


“Alright, I'll tell them." Jon stood up. "I think | might wait until after the show, or since we're off tomorrow, 
that might be good. I'm starting to feel better -l want to get through it quick -but | don't want to get them 


stirred up before we go on" 


“Tomorrow. When we don't have a show. | don't care when you get back with Kip, but I'm gonna hold you to 


telling us; Richie and | will sit on you!" 
Jon shook his head and left the room. 


With a sigh, David retreated to the corner of the rehearsal room they'd hidden in, where his portable practice 
keyboard stood -much lower than the synthesizer on top of his main keyboard he used for the same purpose 
as he intended now. He didn't bother with dragging over a chair or adjusting the height to a natural level for 


playing standing up as he usually would during practice and writing. 


No, David delivered his attack, standing with the keyboard over a foot below his hips. He compensated by 
drawing his shoulders together, hunching his back, leaning his chest forward, bending his knees and extending 
one foot all the way forward until it touched the wall which the keyboard was set against for balance. With his 


position far more exaggerated than the lowered stance he took onstage, his backset leq was bent at a perfect 


ninety-degree angle, and his body was nearly parallel to the ground until his hips sloped down. His position 
combined with his dark stare at the wall left him resembling a dog with its hackles raised, ready to lunge 


forward. 


The chord progression of "Runaway" filled the space, but rather than flitting frantically as the nature of one 
running on their toes for speed, seeking escape from order and danger, they pounded forcefully as David 
banged on the keys. His hands mocked how one ran off from a fight in frustration, stomping and clopping flat- 
footed on the ground. The abnormal lack of grace of the motion wasn't just from playing to vent. Even with his 
posture, standing with the keyboard so low left his wrists straight above his fingers, rather than having his 
arms level and parallel to the surface. Unable to get the same force from his wrists, he had to drive each 


strike from his elbows and shoulders. He had to throw his entire body into it. 


He went at it, playing four times through, until his fingertips tingled with the warning that any further would 
leave discomfort to play through in the evening. Until his lower back began to twitch from playing hunched 
over so far. Until his arms and wrists felt sore from the unnatural angle they hung at. With it, the weight of 
Jon's frustration that he'd taken had unloaded onto the keyboard and set him free. 


But while David could find an escape to run from what he'd taken off Jon's shoulders, Jon's escape was only 
temporary. He could take any avoidance measures he wanted, but it would be back with a vengeance as soon 
as he climbed onstage in the evening, possibly creeping on sooner if he passed Kip backstage in the pre-show 
madness when everyone was going back and forth between the sets. Everything David had released into the 
keyboard would spring from the keys and back onto Jon the moment those same chords were struck again 


onstage in a more natural state of delivery. 


Because even had he started off on a better foot in Miami, Jon's rant was ultimately right. Nobody could be a 
runaway from their own problem when it was traveling beside them on the same road, looking them right in 


the eyes. 


T. IIl Be There For You 


Author's Notes: 

Took longer than | expected because | added an extra talk at the beginning and nearly doubled the length, but | 
had fun with it. And | needed that, because my other story is gonna rip my heart out. There's a better sense 
of the current condition between these two now -Kip and Jon are both a lot more open with each other than 
in their last talk, after having vented the pent-up frustration There are a few things their being vulnerable 
can mean, and there's a lot of foreshadowing in there that | can't reveal.. with either of the possible ways, | 


can say that it's going to get interesting from here -whatever that could mean too! 


Jon took his extra day off in Atlanta to his full advantage. The way he saw it, it was Thursday the [3th when 
it could have been Friday the I3th. Winger and Cinderella were playing in Augusta, and he had downtime to take 


care of a few management-related issues. 


Maybe he didn't have the chance to track down Kip and attempt talking when it was one of the few nights 
they were staying in different cities and that seemed unlucky, but he'd gotten other work out of the way, and 
the hot water he'd put himself in with Richard seemed to be cooling off enough so that he wasn't being 


treated like a kid on a curfew anymore. 


Most importantly to him, he'd stuck to his word from his conversation with David, and let Alec and Tico know 
what was happening with Kip, and whether because of it or by coincidence, his remaining headache and stomach 


pains set him free as soon as he did. 


It was the eighth day since meeting up with Winger. A new week was starting, and Jon wanted to be optimistic 


that this one would be better. 


By the next day -safe Friday the l4th -Winger and Cinderella were in the Atlanta hotel following their post- 
performance night ride, and everyone was once again on the road together as they left to prepare for the 


night's performance, packed for another short night ride into a hotel in Savannah. 
Jon lifted the blinds on the bus window to watch the other two buses pulling in behind them. 


Tico came up behind him, bracing his hand on the windowsill as the bus made short back-and-forth motions to 
turn into a parking area that had a sharp turn in. 


"What's going on? Looking to catch up with Tom and Eric, or are you trying to find Kip again?" 
‘lm not gonna force Kip to say anything tonight if he doesn't want to, but I'd like to touch base with him if | 


can," admitted Jon, catching a view to confirm that the Winger bus was indeed arriving with them, now with 


his own bus sideways and Cinderella's pulled around to the other side out of the way. "Since its been a few 


days, and you know how-" 


"Sounds cool" Tico pushed back from the window as the bus finally came to a stop and the airbrake hissed, 
lowering the body on the suspension. "We'll cover for you till soundcheck if Rich has a problem." 


Jon turned around and looked Tico in the eyes. 

"Thanks, man." 

Tico just shrugged and smirked before turning to walk off the bus. 

When Jon got off the bus, he hung back along the side, waiting to see both other buses come to a stop and 
begin unloading. He spotted Kip, who seemed fairly calm and collected as he began to walk toward the building 
the road and venue managers were directing everyone to. 

Then he cast a glance to the side and locked eyes with Jon, and the confident glint in his eyes clouded over. It 
wasn't quite concern, but Jon could see something that wanted to be that beneath something else that 


bordered on suspicion. 


Waving his bandmates to continue onward, Kip took a step in Jon's direction, and Jon set his inhibition aside and 


began walking toward him, taking it as a sign that Kip might be ready to talk again. 


Trying not to impose himself too suddenly in the way he had backstage, he stopped a few paces back, poised to 
turn around and leave as soon as the first hint he should arose. 


"Hey, Kip-?" 
"Hey." 


The suspicious look Kip had seemed to fade beneath the vaguely inquisitive one again, and Jon settled both of 
his feet together and firmly on the ground. Maybe he wouldn't have to turn and run after all. 


"Are you alright?" Kip took a step toward Jon. "I heard you haven't been feeling too well." 
Jon shrugged and spread his hands out at his sides, trying to disquise the double-take he really felt like having. 


"You could say that, | guess," he laughed nervously. "I had a couple of rough days, but I've been feeling a lot 
better since yesterday. I'm actually doing pretty well. 


"Good to know." Kip raised an eyebrow and shifted weight off his one leg again 


Jon took a half-step back, unsure whether to take that as a sign of discomfort -he'd last seen Kip do it in 
their backstage meeting, and just thinking back on that and how much of a fiasco it could have been was 


uncomfortable enough. 


‘lm not trying to copy you by any means, but after the last time | heard from you, are you doing alright, 
Kip?" 


‘lm doing pretty good myself today, Jon" 


There's something youre not saying that youre wanting to. Something about Kip's eyes was cutting through Jon 
with a vengeance -intended or not, and he heaved a sigh before his stomach and sides could get ideas and 


make the presence of his entire mid-body too obvious again 


"Well, that's good too -that you're alright. On that, Kip, | just wanna say I'm sorry," he said. "For how tough 
that was the other day, because | know it brought back some things you probably wanted to forget -l know 
you could have refused to talk at all. If there's anything | can do that might make next time easier on you, Il 


try. 


He meant it, and he wasn't sure whether Kip believed it or not by the look on his face that wanted to be a 
smirk, but wasn't quite there yet. Not friendly enough, but something was opening up. 


"Come on," he said, motioning to Jon and keeping a side-eye over his shoulder to him as he turned toward the 


building. "Let's walk.” 


Caught off guard by that, Jon shrugged and then found that he was smirking at himself. "Yeah, | guess there's 


no reason for us to stand around here." 


"We can go around the hall inside while we talk -get a view of what's around here. And we don't need the crew 


to get the wrong idea with us standing here by the buses. Whatever that might be." 


"What, they think we're gonna take off somewhere or have a showdown in the parking lot? l'm not planning on 


that happening, Kip, whatever it is they're thinking.” 


Kip put his palm over his face and ran his fingers into his hair with a sigh as he followed the turn of the 
hallway. 


"Please, no. We're not gonna have a fight. Maybe | coulda fooled you last time, but | really don't want that 
either." 


Having figured out that -being much more clear in intent than shifting off one leg -was one of Kip's stress 
tics, Jon opted to change the subject. He found that it was a little less tense even with the uncertainty, 
moving about instead of being planted in place and staring each other down; maybe Kip was on to something 


more with the walking. 


"I know you have soundcheck starting as soon as the bare minimum of the stage is set up, so this probably 


isn't the best time for you to talk" 


"Not the worst, but it could be better. It would be a couple of days, but we do have a night off in Savannah. 
Cinderella's going up to North Carolina on their own," Kip noted. "That's on Sunday, because today's Friday, I'm 
pretty sure -l still haven't figured out always keeping track of what day of the week it is, but | think | got 
that one." 


"You did -Saturday, we play there, Sunday we have off, and we're all off on Monday -but we're on the bus 
overnight to wherever it is we have first back in South Carolina. I've gotten better at it with time, but it still 
is easy to lose it night to night” Jon felt a spark of hope light up in his chest. "So are you thinking what l'm 
pretty sure you are?" 


"I think so. | don't know, Jon. Are you ready to have another long talk?" 


"Are you?" asked Jon. "I'll do whenever; if you don't mind me being straightforward for once, Kip; | was the one 
who fucked up. I'm not going to expect you to hang back for me every time. I'd like to work around my 


schedule some too, so it's fair." 


‘lm ready, Jon" Kip stopped mid-stride and gracefully turned around on the spot to look him straight in the 
eyes. "But, the only way this is gonna work for either of us is if you stop hanging back for me every time too 
like you're afraid of me. We already talked about what happened, I've set it aside again, and that's enough on it 
for now. If you're ready, I'd like to get on what | was pretty sure you were hoping for too. | stopped us before 
we could get there the last time we talked for our own good. But, since we didn't get to know each other the 
way we expected to back then, I'm ready to try it now." 


"Then I'm ready to talk," said Jon, promptly following as Kip resumed their movement through the hallway. "I'm 
up for Sunday in Savannah -l'Il find time, and if you have time too, we'll do it" 


"| don't know if you guys have anything planned, but anything later in the evening before we have to be on the 
bus, we could figure out. If tomorrow night isn't super late, | could easily do early in the afternoon before you 
might be doing anything. We have a day off and Reb's gonna want to sleep in -he's not leaving the hotel before 


2:30 without an endeavor on our part." 
Jon bit the inside of his lip to keep from laughing, smiling and shaking his head instead. 


"Yeah, | know that one. Usually, | get up earlier -| might not be as energetic when l'm first up, but I'll get with 
it pretty quick" He paused to think for a moment, then lit up. 


"How about this? If we arrive at the hotel at the same time, we can let each other know how we're feeling on 
it. If you get back before me -because | know l'm not gonna get back to the hotel with everyone before you 
guys do -you can put a note under my door to say if you want to try earlier in the day or not. I'll get my 


room number from Rich tonight -I can sneak it to you when we're setting up for tomorrow night” 


"Sounds like a good plan -gets around what's most likely to get in the way if we can stick to that." Kip nodded. 
"We'll try for that -let's just be ready to find each other when we arrive tomorrow so we can pass that along 


before everyone's running all over the place." 


Jon's eyes widened as the sound of something wheels rolling down the hallway around the bend ended with a 


loud clatter, thump, and resumed again. 
"Speaking of which, | think they already are now." 
Kip smirked and shook his head. 


"No. That's probably Reb on his skateboard, and if he's had enough time to get going on that, they're probably 


gonna be calling for us any second, so I'd better get where l'm supposed to be." 


"| probably should too, before | get in trouble again when | just got out. Alright, I'll see you Sunday -in 


Savannah." Jon started to turn around and find the dressing room number he knew he had. 
"Jon?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Thanks for coming to me just now," said Kip. "I appreciate it" 


Jon could have sworn he saw the faintest hint of a real smile in Kip's eyes before he turned around and they 


parted ways. 


While Atlanta held a particularly large and energetic audience in store for them -more than the average arena 
crowd Jon saw from night to night -and made for a long, exciting night, Savannah was relatively calm. Almost 
anti-climactic following Atlanta, but Jon found more than one good thing in it. Cinderella was able to start the 
process of packing their bus and equipment at midnight to get a better chance of being on the road to 
Greensboro ahead of schedule -a good thing for them, as the ride looked deceptively shorter than it really was 


on the map. 


More importantly to himself, he would get extra rest overnight, and was easily able to find Kip on arrival back 


to the hotel to make plans for the early afternoon 


Jon went down in the hotel lobby at 1:30, still carrying his second cup of coffee of the day and questioning 
whether he should have gone without the additional caffeine fix when he met eyes with Kip. Too late now, he 
figured; his heart was already fluttering, and he would just have to hope he wouldn't get jittery when they 
started talking. 


If he did, Jon was becoming increasingly more comfortable with the idea of being the one to suggest they walk 


this time. 


"Good morning," greeted Kip. His tone was slightly facetious, and Jon couldn't help but appreciate that. On their 
road schedules with being up until that sun was just under the horizon, anything before 2:30 felt like morning 


-even on the days Jon was up well before noon 
"Up bright and early," Jon played back. 


‘| came down an hour ago -Reb's still knocked out last | checked" Kip tossed a newspaper he'd been skimming 


through back where he'd picked it up on the end table beside the sofa he'd settled on 
| was on my own again last night, so we can go talk there if you want -or we can stay here," Jon offered. 


"I think we'd better walk outside if we're not gonna go in a room, just in case. Maybe next time we could do a 
lobby.” Kip was feeling a lot less on-edge compared to the last time he'd been waiting for a talk with Jon, and 
knew that he'd already been through the most sensitive topics between them, but he wasn't feeling fully ready 
to trust talking in public yet. 


Fine by me." Considering how it had helped two days prior, and that he was was feeling jumpy, Jon opted to 
walk outside, though agreed with Kip that they would go up to his room if need be. When they got outside, the 
sunshine through the lobby windows proved itself deceptive. The ground was thoroughly wet and puddled in 
every depression of the sidewalk, and threatening, dark clouds formed patches around the otherwise blue sky. 


"Yeah, it rained for like ten minutes when | came down earlier, and then it stopped," explained Kip when Jon 


asked if he'd seen it raining. 


"So." Jon hesitated with one word out as he searched for a question that wouldn't be too obvious to figure 


out on his own, but one that wasn't digging too deep for their second real talk too. 


"| guess we should start with you this time, since the whole world knows the most interesting things I've done 
lately. The only thing | don't have to ask about you is that you're not with Alice anymore. So when did you 


leave to start this?" 
Kip blew out a sigh. 


"Aw, man, we might end up deciding we're done walking and going inside before | get through all that. That's a 
long story.” 


"l'm alright with that." 


First thing above the rest, | left Alice in the spring of ‘81, and it wasn't until over a year later in August that 
our debut album came out, but we had singles coming out in May of ‘88 It was really a matter of getting 
time to record everything together between Paul's touring schedule, because he was staying with Alice until 


we had releases." 


"So you left Alice before him, but already had plans for it," said Jon 


| guess you could put it that way. | had plans; Paul was willing to leave Alice and work with me once enough 
came together to know we'd be getting somewhere soon. We had some things we'd been passing back and forth 
in our spare time on the road -the spare time we had when we weren't doing naughty things or getting up to 


trouble and driving Alice crazy-" 


"You? Up to trouble on the road? | don't believe it -not from the guy | saw in ‘Bb, looking all innocent -covered 
in blood and in need of rescue." Jon tried to reciprocate the playful sarcasm Kip had shown him in the lobby to 
keep the mood light. Like the patchy sky above, he still felt the ominous tension from their last talk, but since 
Atlanta, something more lighthearted was showing through. 


And then something beautiful really did show through the clouds. 


Jon heard a noise -short-lived, but joyous. Kip laughing. He looked to his side just in time to see Kip's smile, the 
amusement in his eyes, and the slight ducking of his head -ever so slightly bashful at the reminder of the 
past. 


He didn't realize it was so contagious that he was smiling too until Kip shook his head and groaned. 


‘Oh, stop that. Actually, we really didn't get too out of control with the partying and stuff -I think getting in 
your bus was one of the wildest things | did if you don't want to count dancing in a lobby without pants since 


it was on a dare." 


This time, Jon was laughing. / could see that, he thought, wishing there wasn't so much time and distance 
between them due to his error so that he could say it aloud. 


"He has the patience of a saint with everyone, because | don't think he could have expected half the things we 
would do. And he especially was patient with me and how | ended up leaving him hanging right before he had a 
tour in Europe -that was the one thing | don't think any of us expected, and | know | didn't” 


"Sounds like l'm in for an interesting story," Jon noted, "not sure in a good or bad way." 


"Depends on how you look at it -what it meant then compared to now," Kip decided. "I wouldn't say it started 
out interesting -it was just a typical night backstage. Unless it's a rough night that knocks you out like the one 
we had in Miami last week, once you catch your breath and get something to drink, you're still pretty wound 
up. With everything happening on Alice's stage, some of us could really get wound up. That night was actually a 
show in a break in the tour, so we'd gotten some extra rest beforehand too, and we were just insane coming 
offstage. So we were all around the backstage complex between dressing rooms, chasing and pretending to 
attack each other -still in all our stage costumes looking scary while we were doing that. Not anything bad, 
right? 


It turned out that some fake blood got spilled in one of the common rooms, and we didn't know about it. There 
actually was someone on the crew who was trying to clean it up and had gone to get something -he just 
hadn't gotten back when Paul, Ken, and | went barreling into that room. They'd managed to end up chasing me, 
and | wanted to circle around the outside of the room so | could loop back around on them as they were 


coming in and corner them at the door so | would be the one chasing them down the hall again 
"Not a bad strategy." 


"It would have worked too, except that | maybe got three strides into it before | stepped in the blood and it all 


went wrong." 


Kip took a pause, and while Jon could see by the curling of his mouth on one side and the squinting of one eye 
that he was trying to remember it, he felt the flutters in his chest grow the longer the pause drew out. 
Definitely a good thing we walked, he decided. 


| think what happened was the sliding jammed my leg in -the one that | was pivoting around on as | was 
turning -| could feel myself hyperextending it and | tried to compensate by pulling that leg up quick. But | was 
leaning too far and moving too fast to keep my balance like that, and | went down on my side. There wasn't 
enough time to straighten up so | could just fall on my ass and only hurt my sense of pride." Kip chuckled 
sardonically. "What | guess happened there was | still had my knee twisted up funny underneath me when | 
landed. | don't remember how | had it -it hurt so bad my vision blanked out and | couldn't even think about 
trying to get up." 


Jon sucked the insides of his lips against his teeth to keep from gaping stupidly as his eyes widened. 


"So | didn't see anything until Alice came to see what happened; Ken apparently panicked and ran to get him, and 
Paul told me he was sick because he heard something I'm glad | didn't hear -I felt enough without hearing. 
According to everyone else, he went into shock and stood there until he got told to go do something. Any way 
you put it with whatever | didn't see, we were all thinking ‘oh, shit." 


"Did you tear a ligament?" The thought Kip had a recent serious injury with how much jumping, spinning, and 
running around onstage he had seen from him while hiding behind the stage was mind blowing to Jon. The only 
sign of it was the shifting of weight onto one leg he'd noticed, and suddenly, it made sense. 


"No, but | did stretch a few, and | was lucky there, because I'd have a lot more problems now if | did tear 
anything. I've still been having to do some exercises and make sure | don't stand with it locked for too long - 
there still is a little instability. But | got a few complete fractures on impact that Paul and Ken heard -and 
with the kind of recovery | was gonna need for those, going to Europe was going to be too much of a hassle 
and a risk with the healing. So, to sum up without going through what | did have to do about it, that was the 
end of my shows with Alice." 


Jon tried to think of a way to say how he felt about it without sounding pitying. Of all the ways to end time in 


a band, he couldn't think of a way much more painful. 


"God, Kip, thats something-" 


Before he could continue his thought, the small trees around the front walk of the hotel they'd been walking 
up and down all listed with a strong, loud wind that tore through, and the sunlight faded behind a cloud 


"Uh-oh," said Kip, looking up to the sky, "we might wanna go-" 
As if on cue, the clouds busted loose and rain came washing down. 


"-Insidel" yelled Jon, just before Kip spun around and sprinted back down the walk toward the front of the 
lobby. Jon could hardly keep up with him, and caught up just in time to spring through the front doors with 
him. By that point, he'd built up so much momentum that he was ready to propel himself right across the 
lobby and make it to the back hallway with the stairs before he could lay eyes on the elevators that were 
increasingly terrifying to him every day -even worse since realizing how Kip managed to slip forgotten through 


the cracks of his wildly repetitive road life. 


But Kip stuck his arm out to the side in front of him, pushing Jon's chest firmly with his fingers and stopping 


him in place. 


"Wipe your feet on the mat," he warned, dragging his own feet beneath him to scrub the soles of his shoes 
against the fibers. "This kind of tile on the floor in here is slick like the same kind that took me out -you don't 


want to run on it wet. Very slippery.” 


He smirked impishly, and Jon groaned at the pun he'd just made, though the feeling inside his chest was the 
opposite of what the sound he made might have suggested. Was this a good sign? How much of this kind of 
stuff had he missed out on for three years he could have had? 


"While we're on the topic of physical injuries, | know I'm up on the fifth floor, but are you good taking a lot of 
stairs?" Jon dragged his feet over the mat, shook the raindrops out of his hair, and eyed the elevators wearily 


as he and Kip began walking through the lobby. 


"I climb stairs for one of my restrengthening exercises," said Kip with a shrug. "I'll probably go up those four 
flights and not even blink as long as you're not expecting me to carry my luggage that far." 


"Okay" Jon walked with Kip to the stairs, feeling relieved. 


"On that thought," said Kip as they reached the landing of the third floor, half the flights behind and half 


ahead, "is there some reason you like the stairs other than staying fit?" 


"| don't have any concrete reasons." Jon shook his head, pushing himself up the last half-flight that always felt 
too long no matter how many flights he'd climbed. "Just last year, | think it's just from how much touring I've 
been doing and how many hotels I've been through night after night where I've used them, and | get nervous." 


"No bad experiences with them?" 


"No, not really. | don't know; whenever | cram in with the guys and all our luggage, every night it feels more 
like its too tight, and when | get in those ones that bounce before the doors open, or they make extra motion 
to start -| know it's not gonna happen, but | feel like it's just gonna plunge on us. If it's just up to the second 
or third floor, I'll carry my luggage up, and the third floor is usually pushing it, but each night | contemplate 
trying to make it to the fourth floor. 


"And | guess it could be a thing from being on the road too long; I'm not the only one | know who gets a little 
on-edge after months on the road." Jon unlocked his door and held it open for Kip. "I was talking to Tom last 
night; and | know Jeff gets scared of falling out of his bunk and doesn't like walking around the bus without a 
light. And they've been on the road awhile and says Jeffs been a little cranky after their overnight rides, so 
he's been concerned about that -he was telling me so | wouldn't be shocked if he got testy with my guys.” 


"That makes sense,” said Kip, settling down in a chair. "| don't think there's anything wrong with any of that. | 
actually like having a light with me on the bus too, but sometimes if we've been on the road for months solid, 
Paul starts worrying that someone's gonna get hurt -and even if all we get for a break is just half a week at 
home, it makes all the difference for him. Of course, since he's usually thinking I'm the one who's gonna get 


hurt, | can't really promise him it'll be fine with my track record" 


"But that was something none of you guys expected either," ceded Jon. "That tangent couldn't have looped 


around any better either." 


Kip raised an eyebrow and sat back "Yeah, it really couldn't have. Where were we? -I was off the road, and | 
decided that if | was going to be off the road indefinitely, what better time to try starting my own project - 
not just because | had the time and resources | didn't have before that, but I'm not the kind of person who 
can just sit in the apartment all day sulking and waiting to get better." 


"| know that one," said Jon, feeling another connection that hadn't been there before. "It's like, sometimes 
before we go off the road to record, | want to go home and just do nothing at all for a few days -just relax 
and not think about anything. Sometimes, we get two weeks off before we have time slots in the studio. And 
I'm lucky if | can make it to the end of two days without getting so bored and needing something to do -| don't 
know a better way to put it other than feeling like a dog that's been locked in the house all day, ready to rip 


the couch to shreds." 


"That's a good way of putting it” Kip smiled sadly. "| had a few days of hopping around on one foot because | 
couldn't sit still any longer. And it would have been stupid to not start on the project, because | would have 
been stir-crazy pretty fast even if | wasn't crutch-bound and could have gotten out easier. Then I'd start 


wishing | was on the road and getting depressed. l'm not gonna go there if | can control it. 


"The good-bad news of it -good for me, but not fun for him -Reb was still stuck in the session loop and 
getting fed up with it too. | think the ‘tear the couch up' was closer to reality for him than for me, because 


he had a few riff tracks of his own and couldn't find a band to join up with. Then | called him and he went 
crazy -so | took him onboard to write some stuff. We moved in with each other too, and that was probably 
the worst part of being crutch-bound, but once we had ourselves set up, he and | were pretty dangerous with 
each other. Especially when Paul sent me tracks of what he and | had already worked on, and Alice helped us 
get into a studio to record demos. Reb had connections from his sessions we were able to use to help get a 


record deal -though we got screwed over in a couple of ways we've figured out to avoid with our next one. 


"So he and | were working, and we needed a drummer. Found out Rod Morgenstein was available through 
management, and all of us knew The Dixie Dregs and were really excited at the idea if he was up for it. | think 
the closest | saw Paul to leaving Alice before he really had to was when he found out Rod was going to be 


with us." 
Finding out you're gonna work with one of your heroes?" asked Jon. "I'd freak out too." 


Kip sighed. "| may or may not have gotten scolded by Alice because -why did | have to call him when they 


were all stuck in close quarters on a bus and get him hyper for them to deal with?" 


"I can imagine if well enough with Lemma when he gets hyper on our bus. If | were to judge by how you guys 


look onstage alone, | would think Rod would be the hyper one though." 


"Rod is hyper, just not in the way Paul is. And starting work with him was like a dream -not only because of 
what he could do for us, but he really is one of the nicest guys to work with. And, that's the long story of 
how Winger happened" 


"Well, you made it happen against the odds with that ending," said Jon "Assuming I've heard some of the things 
you wrote with Alice that he couldn't use that you were telling me about, you had even more going for you 
than | already knew -which was a lot already. | wish | could have heard more about it sooner, but at least 


there's now." 


"Alice said he knew | was gonna end up on my own -before you did too. OF course, | wanted to do it -maybe | 
wasn't expecting it to happen this soon, but | learned a lot from Alice that helped me along." Kip cringed. "I still 
could have done without breaking bones -and maybe a few other experiences -but at least it all worked in the 


scheme of things." 


| hope this'll work out too, Jon added silently, feeling certain that he was one of those other experiences on par 
with Kip's injury. 


"How about you, Jon? From what | gathered on a few outings, most of your guys haven't changed from what 


you told me about then" 


"No, not really," said Jon. "Maybe we're a little quieter on some nights at the party because endless months of 


touring will do it. Richie and Lemma are crazy, just the same." 


"Oh, yes." Kip smirked. "Ask Richie about breakfast in Orlando. Or maybe you'd be better to ask Tico. Paul got in 


on it too." 


"| don't know why, but | thought those two would get along," Jon murmured. "Tico's our guy holding us 
together -by beat and by being our most reasonable. Alec's a little more quiet these days; | think he's 
beginning to value time to rest and be by himself more, but he'll still hang out and party with us. We had 


another album and more hits, and it's been the same old since these last few years, really. 


"l'm sure management would like us to get another album out, and | have ideas, but considering how long we've 
been out, how young we still are, and just knowing we're not really getting anywhere new at this point, l'm 
really considering with everyone if at the end of this tour, we just all take a break for a couple of years. Work 
on solo projects we've thought about for awhile; settle down some -some of us have some problems we 
probably need to deal with too -and maybe | won't be able to just rest up for a couple of years, but | can't 


assume the same across the band." 


"But that's not gonna be it, is it?" asked Kip. "I've thought of doing classical compositions someday, but | don't 
think I'll give up Winger for that." 


"No, | plan on Bon Jovi still being around" Jon sighed. "I just get the feeling that maybe if we don't take a break 
and do our other ideas while we're still all good with each other, keeping on past a certain point is gonna push 
that too far, and then maybe we will have problems that'll be harder to fix later. You guys are still so early in 
in the touring with Winger, but depending on how your touring continues, you'll probably get what | mean" 


Kip nodded. "Maybe. It's just nice to be in a band where everyone gets along, no questions asked. We were 
pretty good with Alice, but there were still some scuffles there. Everyone here is level-headed enough to 
work out a disagreement without fighting over it. | guess if something came up and taking a hiatus would be 
the thing to keep it together in the long run, | would In that case, we've had our hiatus since our last talk -l 


do feel better about this one." 

Jon shifted uncomfortably, and as he did, Kip stood up to walk about the room again. 

| guess we've got a lot to think about now." 

"Are you kidding?" asked Kip. 

"Truth be told, | didn't really think about that as something to talk about until we got to it," Jon admitted. "I 
was thinking more about what's already happened, but | guess the most interesting stuff I've got hasn't 
happened yet." 

Not only with what to talk about, but Jon had a feeling, his experience with Kip too. Kip, who was quiet as he 


passed through the room a couple of times in thought. He looked stressed out facing it all at once. The sound 


of the rain pattering on the windowsill took over. 


Jon felt like throwing unrelated questions to break it all up, and held his tongue until Kip's fourth pass through 


the room left him overwhelmed when he paused to make a look at the abandoned chair, only to continue pacing. 


"This is gonna seem like an odd question, but when | was looking through the tour documents -what's Reb's 


nickname for? Is it short for something, because | don't see him being nicknamed that for being a rebel type." 


"Oh, it depends on what kind of a day it is," said Kip. "He's pretty shy to stand up to someone who gets to 
giving him a hard time, but | wouldn't put it past him to go against anyone if enough happened. But it is a 
rickname that comes from his full name. His actual first name is Richard. Just don't call him that. He won't 
appreciate it, and I'd say between your manager and Richie, and Rick too, you already have enough to keep 


track of already." 
Jon grinned. "Yeah, you think?" 


"Why not? | also get the idea that Reb's used to it meaning he was in trouble as a kid," Kip conjectured. "If l'm 
right on that thought -l'm not gonna embarrass him by asking -! probably wouldn't want to hear it either. 


"That's me with my middle name," said Jon with a rueful look. "I knew | fucked up when | heard it" 

"Well, Jon Francis -for him, it's like when | was growing up. If | heard anyone say ‘Charles’, it was always ‘crap, 
what'd | do this time? If | didn't already know. Which more often than not, | did" Kip grinned ashamedly. "But 
then if the middle name followed it, | was probably running like the wind to find a place to hide." 


This time, Jon didn't resist cracking up. It felt safe to do it without making it worse -especially with Kip's more 
playful scolding which he could not object to. 


"But if you were the younger brother, that really couldn't have happened too often now," he teased back. 


"Yeah, | had the little brother advantage," Kip admitted. "I probably drove Nate nuts until | could help him form 
his jam band" 


"| won't even ask Matt if | drove him nuts -l| know | did, and he had the little brother advantage over me.” Jon 
sighed. 


Kip stopped to stand beside him, next to the bed. Almost leaning against the edge. 
"Funny, all the things we have in common aside from the obvious of fronting bands." 


“That's the biggest downside of it all, really," Jon admitted, feeling two feet tall on the pedestal the world had 


him on. 


"What is?" Jon felt the edge of the bed dip beside him and realized that Kip had -likely without the intent to - 
taken a seat there, and he suddenly felt the need to stay absolutely still. Not because he didn't want Kip beside 


him, but the opposite. He didn't want Kip to startle away. 


"You lose your real identity in it," he said quietly. "You follow a hectic schedule of performing and being that 
showman fronting it all, and being the showman afterward at the party. And it's fun, but it's taking half of 
your real self out and concentrating what's left. All that night to night, and if you're like us, you write the 
things you want to write, but it's only what that one half wants, because whatever the other wants isn't radio 
friendly and won't hit with the same fans, and management agrees that's not a good idea" 


"And that's why you've considered the hiatus, really," said Kip. "It's the same reason why I've planned doing the 
classical stuff solo someday -I want to take Winger in a prog direction, but there is some pushback, and | know 


| can't go but so far off with it" 


"Is a wise thing to consider," Jon agreed, "and you're still strong in it, because sometimes | feel like the most 
unwise things | do on the road are things | wouldn't do if | was entirely there. And the worst mistake | made 


when | let myself lose my identity, Kip, was letting myself leave you behind 


This time, when silence fell, there was no pacing. Just absolute stillness. Even the rain stopped, leaving a semi- 


sunny, semi-overcast sky. 


"Uggh, | don't know how to process all this." Kip groaned, and his stoic monotone broke through. He leaned 
forward and scrubbed his hands up over his face to comb his fingers back into his hair. This time, he ran his 
fingers all the way to the back of his head as he would have in the past before his hair was too long to do it 
with ease. He extracted his fingers just behind his ears, giving it a light toss to fluff it out as he did. 


"| cant figure out how either," Jon agreed. Tiredly, he slumped forward, braced on his arm that contacted the 


bed at his side. 


He noticed that Kip had leaned over braced on an arm too, and wished that they could just lean on each other 


instead. 


But Jon could tell by their few true interactions now that Kip wasn't the most easily trusting person to begin 
with, and he'd hurt trust that had barely formed to begin with. He couldn't push Kip to it so soon when he 

was proceeding with the caution he had. It wouldn't have been fair, and Jon knew and respected it, because he 
struggled with trust too. He knew he would have a hard time recovering if one of his own bandmates left him 


behind. 


"We're on good terms. That's a start, and we'll figure out what comes next as we get on up the road." 
Uncomfortably, Kip checked the time. It was almost three. If they wanted to do anything in town before leaving, 
they would need to pack up and get their bags stowed for the night on the bus pretty soon 


"And I'll be ready to work it out with you. You can ask to talk to me even if I'm not feeling great, for that 
matter.” Jon sighed, feeling a little guilty for hiding out so long and silently wishing the pain didn't come back. 
"And you can tell me to stay away if you need that too; we'll just stay open -lll stay open like you said. And I'll 


try to give you my real self who's not gonna just disappear again" 


"Jon," said Kip, and his quiet monotone was so cutting, he might as well have been reading into him without 
looking. "No matter how we might end a talk, unless we both know for sure we're not gonna be talking for 


awhile, | don't want you to be afraid to find me the next day if there's something to talk out. 


"| guess | just don't like having bad blood in a band, or with other bands. | like to know what happened and get it 
in the past so its done. And yes, what we had in the past ended bad, and that did hurt to talk about. But 
that's all done now -we talked about it, | know what happened -it's clear, so there is none. | really am hoping to 
keep it that way if everyone else out there will let it happen, and right now it all looks good, but again, who 


knows what'll happen in time." 


"You'd be better than them because of it," said Jon. "If you want to find me in Columbia, if we have the 
chance, I'm good with that. Or not, if maybe we need some time to think all this out. But unless management 


keeps me tied up, I'll be there, and if they do, I'l be there the next night, or after the show. I'll figure it out." 


He found himself startling as Kip reached his hand over in front of him, holding it out with intention to take 
his. He supposed it was a gesture of peace, or maybe a sign they really were still in it together. Without 
hesitation, he took it and held it loose and gentle in his own. 


At first, it felt the same as Kip closed his fingers around his hand. However, after a moment of heavy silence 
-hard in hand, still no eye-contact -he felt something different. A tightness -not painful or uncomfortable - 
around his hand as for a split second, Kip squeezed tighter and sighed dolefully. 


Heaving a sigh of his own, Jon squeezed too. They held on, only making eye contact just before letting go, and 
before Kip departed for his room at a slow, contemplative stride, replaying their encounters as he made his 


way back to his room to pack up for another typical night on the road. 


8. Somebody Save Me 


Author's Notes: 

Tom Keifer to the rescue! This was the first chapter outlined in early November to make the whole story 
outline start clicking into place, and the main reason why Cinderella is officially listed There's evidence that 
Winger and Cinderella are good friends -to quote Reb's description in an interview "the wonderful Cinderella 
boys" -and nowadays Kip and Tom even live near each other. Tom seems like a nice guy and knows Jon well too. 
With him being on the ride, | wanted to see what he could do for the plot, and with a younger Kip who is 
caught off guard by smaller things, yet not traumatized by what he'll see later in life, it seemed he could use 
a neutral ear. The door slam analogy is the origin of the title concept (I've hinted in another fic that Alice is 
touchy about doors). Yes, the ending was very self-indulgent -I should be ashamed, but I'm not gonna apologize, 
because that's how Kip was feeling, and that's how the plot's gonna roll. 


Kip barely slept a wink that night. 


He was glad to be on the bus overnight to Columbia, rather than in a hotel sharing an open room without the 
division of bunk curtains and claustrophobic walls to hide behind, and without the road noise to cover just how 


restless he'd been with his insomnia. 


He had the feeling Reb was still annoyed with Jon, and an even stronger one that Reb would become fully 
upset if he'd been aware of the kind of night he was having. Kip didn't want that to happen, for a seemingly 
endless list of reasons he'd run through his head whilst lying awake. Of the more likely ones, he especially didn't 
want Reb stressing out over it when it didn't need to be a whole-band problem. Regardless of what had been 
the case with Jon, Kip also didn't think he deserved the surprising amount of wrath Reb was capable of holding 
toward someone when they made him mad enough. After uncovering and releasing his deeply-held feelings on 


Jon, Kip didn't see the reason to drag it over his head any longer. 


Experience told him well enough that despite initial jokes played, Paul would quickly turn serious and stress out 
too until he knew he was feeling somewhat better. The worst outcome would have been both of them staying 
up all night talking about it. Not terrible, but depriving Paul of sleep on a break night during a rigorous tour 
felt unfair, and it was asking for trouble. An overly-tired Paul could range anywhere from overbearingly silly 
and hyper, to depressed and lethargic -and whichever came about was equally prone to getting sick on a 


rigorous schedule. 


Kip figured that Rod would have been the easiest to talk with if what he'd felt really warranted it, but had 
similar enough reasons to think that Rod shouldn't have had to deal with it either. Nothing bad had happened in 
the time they'd met up on the road, and he hadn't felt pain outside of his first talk with Jon 


He would have readily asked to talk the moment his situation had the chance to become problematic for them 


all, or if it effected his mood enough that he could see himself acting unfair, but for now, it didn't. Kip felt 


that beyond making his bandmates aware of it so that nothing strange came as a surprise, it didn't need to 


become a whole-band problem. 
So he kept his internal dilemma over Jon to himself, and it in turn kept him awake. 


Thanks to that road noise and everyone having their curtains pulled, nobody saw Kip get up twice and walk up 
and down the bus aisle to try and break his hyperactive train of thought. Nobody knew that he completely 
untucked his sheets tossing and turning in a vain attempt to get comfortable, or that when he woke up from 
the hour and a half doze he managed sometime in the wee hours of the morning, his fitted sheet was bunched 
up underneath him and his blanket and flat sheet were pulled up across his chest to leave him uncovered from 
the waist down. And going unseen, he wasn't as embarrassed as he could have been when he got up to put it 


back and give himself a fighting chance of falling asleep again 


Though, having a reaction like that to somebody who had walked out on him who he hadn't thought of in years 


was plenty embarrassing regardless of being alone in it. 


He hadn't thought of Jon in years, until he knew they'd be touring together, but following his more recent 
conversation, somehow, it almost felt as if Jon had been there the whole time in the distance, and Kip wasn't 


sure what to make of that. 


It wasn't that he felt like he couldn't have gone looking for Jon in the hotel in Columbia the next night to talk 
about it -for that matter, he felt that it was probably his turn to seek Jon out. 


He didn't know what to say to Jon. He'd talked about what had happened in their time apart, Jon hadn't seemed 
inclined to talk about much when his life had consisted entirely of rigorous touring and recording. It was 
entirely going forward now, and with the remaining question of how he now felt about Jon, Kip wasn't sure 
what was going to come next -or what to talk about at all. He couldn't think of anything interesting to talk 
about that he felt ready to tell Jon about, and if he'd gone looking for him, he'd have had no words to describe 
his current conflict within. Which left him with no point to go find him. 


So he settled into the hotel in Columbia the next night, and found himself facing another nearly-sleepless night 
with his internal monologue. He accepted his fate this time rather than fighting it, for nothing more than to 
keep from tossing and turning and keeping Reb awake. 


At some point, he dozed off between looking at the ceiling, turning his head to one side to look out the window 
beside the bed, and to the other side to watch Reb, who had the blanket up to his chin and was making soft, 


innocent-sounding murmurs in response to whatever was happening in the dream world. 


Kip only knew he had slept briefly, because at some point, he'd entered the dream world for a short, stealthy 
visit of his own. Finding himself in the back of a bus with Jon. Except this time, there was no blood and horror 
costume. They looked as they did now, and lay together, staring wordlessly into each other's eyes -unsure how 


to proceed with each other, until Jon disappeared and Kip found himself alone on the bus again. 


But Kip had slipped out of his dream reality just as stealthily as he'd slid in, and found himself lying awake once 
again, watching until light filtered in through the window, and finally, tour management was calling the phone to 
wake them up for the early hotel checkout time to bus over to the venue and reunite with Cinderella for 


another all-three show. 


By the time they arrived to the verue in Columbia after four hours of sleep across two nights, Kip felt numb 
to the world and half-knocked out. He was sure he felt no different than if someone had smacked him hard 
enough to see stars, and he knew it was only a matter of hours before it would start showing. He could only 
hope it wouldn't until after the show, and that it would be enough to knock him out and make him sleep 
through the night. 


The older venue had less space in the backstage building, and resembled most setups in the Midwest. A 
common room, and a locker room with showers were inside the back hallway, but tents and trailers set up 


adjacent to the back of the building made up most of the rehearsal space and dressing rooms respectively. 


It was something familiar to places closer to home, and made accessing the cool, fresh, spring air easier. Kip 
took it to his advantage, heading outside to wake himself up and clear his mind. He walked around the trailers 
with their tents pitched flush to their doors, curtains down all around. Keeping an eye out for any potential 
security-breeches who could become unruly, he paused every few strides to hike his injured knee up in front 
of him, pulling it up to his chest, then pushing his leg out behind him and touching his heel to his back. Fatique 
was beginning to manifest itself physically, and in addition to feeling heavy and weighed down all over, his knee 
felt more unstable than it had in months. 


When he'd stretched out well enough to feel that landing from a jump wouldn't break something, Kip walked 
around the front of the larger trailer and tent that undoubtedly belonged to Bon Jovi, beginning to contemplate 
seeking Jon out anyway. Maybe hanging out without any real purpose would get them somewhere or tell him 
something. Or maybe he could talk Jon into telling him some more of his stories, just for the sake of it. And if 
anything Jon told him really was enough to bore him and he ended up falling asleep, the outcome couldn't have 


had more negative than positive outcomes at the point he'd reached. 


But all was quiet around the tent and trailer, and nothing was visible on the outside suggesting they'd been in 
and out. They'd left the hotel and arrived early, and the last thing Kip wanted to do was wake someone up if 


anyone was asleep. So he passed to make a final circle around the setup, planning to head back to his own tent. 
He realized his fatigue must have been showing more than he thought, because this time, he passed in front 
of the Cinderella tent rather than behind their trailer, and just before he could look to his side with the 
sensation that he was being watched, someone called out to him. 


"What's going on, Kip?" 


He flinched, feeling more jarred than he ought to have from being half-asleep on his feet, and looked to the 
lanky, dark-haired figure sitting outside Cinderella's tent with an acoustic guitar laid out across his lap. 


Tom Keifer. Kip didn't think he'd met one other young-gun rockstar his same age who was as laid back and 
patient as Tom. And Kip didn't take that thought lightly either. He knew his bandmates were already above so 
many others in their world to not have had a single fight since the start of their near non-stop Touring, and 
while it hadn't been anything extreme, Cinderella as a whole couldn't say the same for this particular tour. But 
for the most part, they all got along well, and Kip felt that Tom in particular practically fit right in with the 
Winger family in the same way Rick could have fit in with Alice's band. 


Tom had a touch of the troublemaking humor Paul enjoyed -if in a much, much calmer form. He had the same 
sort of shyness to him that Reb carried, minus the nerves capable of paralyzing him. Perhaps Rod was on-par 
with the more laid-back demeanor Tom had out of the public eye with both of them being the notorious 
responsible ones, but it was easy to forget how much older and experienced Rod was with just how well he fit 
in. 


In some ways, Tom almost reminded Kip of a younger, less-experienced, glammed-out Alice Cooper without the 
evil persona and macabre props surrounding him. The familiarity was just enough for Kip to welcome it rather 
than retreating on his own to think through his dilemma as he'd mentally resorted to. 


lm not feeling so great, Tom. Sorry, l'm just not 

"Same crud Jon had last week?" 

"No. Well, it's not like I'm sick, just." 

Something seemed to click in Tom's narrow eyes. "You wanna talk about it?" 


Kip did a double-take. He'd gotten to know Tom well by now, but it hadn't been so long that he expected Tom 
would be that welcoming, or to decide if he knew him that well. But the look in Tom's eyes made the 
resemblance to Alice that much stronger, and the idea of sitting down and venting without having to worry 


about winding his bandmates up too much was feeling good, save for the subtle fear of being misunderstood. 


"| would -but only if you're good with that though, Tom. | don't want to take your time up talking about stuff 
-it's kind of complicated." 


"Ile been hanging around here and haven't been doing jack shit, Kip. If I've sat out here with this guitar for an 
hour and haven't gotten it in me to play a single chord, it's not happening. | still won't have anything else to do 
for a couple more hours, so forget the time, for all | care. Besides, you look like you got some stuff heavy on 
your mind, you know?" Tom's lips pulled up into a knowing cringe as he motioned to put his hands over his 


chest. "Or maybe „heavy on your heart?" 


A rare occasion, words failed Kip. His tired eyes met Tom's as the same wince overtook him and he nodded as 


his remaining inhibitions dissolved. 


"Come on over by the tent," said Tom, motioning Kip over as he stood up from his seat, turned around, and 


held a finger up to suggest he wasn't going anywhere far. "We can hang out here for a bit; the other guys 
won't mind. They're sleeping right up until soundcheck anyway and probably won't even know. I'll tell you, that 
ride up to Greensboro was long as hell, and on top of having an extra night, heading back took it out of us. We 
got in at 4:00 this morning. | just woke up from my nap early is all." 


"| take a nap between soundcheck and getting ready for the show usually,” Kip admitted, trudging over to stand 


beside Tom's vacated chair. "I'm gonna need it today." 


Tom disappeared through the tent curtains with his guitar and came out a moment later with an extra folding 


chair in his hands instead. He set it down on the ground, unfolded it, and motioned for Kip to sit down. 
"You didn't sleep well last night," he stated rather than asking, having no real reason to ask. 


"A couple of nights, actually. Got to thinking and couldn't turn it off" Kip sank down in his chair slowly, 


hesitating until he saw Tom coming around to sit back down too. 


“That's no good" Tom shook his head as he settled next to him. "But it happens -sometimes life on the road 
gets to you." 


İt really does. Got to Jon in a different way then too, and now we still gotta figure out what now.. 


"Are you just overwhelmed with it being such a long tour, or is there something in particular thats got you 


up and thinking all night?" 


"| guess | might as well explain what happened and get it over with so it all makes sense," said Kip, preparing 
himself to bite the bullet and trust telling someone outside of his bandmates and Jon himself. "It's complicated, 
and | promise I've already forgiven what happened -l'm not trying to shit-talk anyone by saying what already 
happened." 


"| get your drift. But I'm not saying anything until you're finished. You know, I'd be making a real ass of myself 
if | was just calling you over here to judge you when you're already down" Tom sat forward in his seat, leaning 


in Kip's direction, propped on his knees and listening intently. 


Kip sighed and tried to smile to keep from looking too forlorn, before going on to tell Tom about his past with 
Jon in the most minimal of detail -only enough for Tom to know the kind of feeling involved and to understand 
the meaning of what Jon had promised -then their encounter in Miami, and how they'd been trying to sort it 
out since their first talk in Orlando. 


"There's nothing bad going on now. | just don't know what to think anymore, and that's really my own problem 
to figure out. That's really all there is to it, Tom. That's it" 


"You know, I've been noticing the two of you have been acting a little different. | had a feeling something was 
up. Nothing wrong with that -you both have a hell of a reason for it," said Tom, holding his finger up to 


emphasize his point. With the deepest listening done, he sat back causally in his chair and crossed on leg over 


the other. "Alright. You know what?" 


Kip raised an eyebrow and leaned over sideways in his chair in Tom's direction, tiredly watching him with a 


sidelong gaze. 


"Look -this is my two cents, because l'm not telling either of you what to do. It's not my place. Jon's kind of 
our mentor in Cinderella like Alice Cooper was for some of you guys in Winger. We didn't play in his band, but 
he set us up as best as he could for success in getting our first aloum produced. Yeah, we had some other 
guys help us out a lot too, but we would not have been this far so soon without Jon. He's a great guy, and 


when he shows interest in somebody, he usually cares -and more often than not, he's committed. That said." 


Tom grinned with exasperation, and put his hand on the side of his mouth opposite from Kip to mime 
whispering as his tone dropped. Though he never spoke it, the message of these words do not get repeated to 
anybody was clear. 


"Jon can sometimes be a little full of it. And sometimes he gets a little full up on the partying on the road 
stuff too. He can be airhead from time to time already before you add that in. And anyone who's not on the 
level of his bandmates or anyone else who's around him most of the time are usually gonna be the ones to 


feel it” 

"Can | ask about that?" asked Kip. 

"If | bring it up, it's fair game." Tom shrugged. 

"I think | see that's how Rick ended up off the stage, but was there anything else to that with Jon?" 


"With our record deal and getting started? I've had to be persistent before," Tom admitted. "Just like with Rick, 
there were times when he didn't call back or do something when he said he would, and | would have to check 
that he did it, or call him again, because sure enough, he forgot. | get the drift that you didn't really have 
that option. You didn't have his number; he only had yours. Now, we usually planned ahead, so when there was 
a delay, we had a few days to get ahold of him and figure it out -everything really important got done in time. 
And Rick could have been onstage the first tour if he'd really wanted to. Jon was ready to go to war for him 
to get it set before we departed, and Rick already hadn't made as many calls as the rest of us had -he 
honestly decided it wasn't worth the trouble of us having another fight with Andy Johns, and when he asked 


us to just let it stay the way it was, it wasn't our decision to make anymore." 
"So he did ultimately decide that," said Kip, now with the answers to the loose ends of that story. 


"He did. He does like to tease Jon for it, but it's more because of how many times he saw Jeff having a panic 
attack and Eric trying to calm me down because | couldn't get him on the phone and had a cow over it" Tom 


snorted. "I think | might have gone shriek-register on a couple of deadlines. Honestly, we only saw problems 


with that in ‘86 though -maybe in the first couple of months of ‘87 if that, and that was the Sippery tour 


time, so that probably had something to do with it. Crazy time for them, you know -biggest hit yet at that 
time. Between helping us along and with trying to get involved in some of the management on his end, he's been 
great about staying on top of his commitments the past couple of years since then. He'd stick to whatever he 


told you nowadays, but he's gotta play by what you're comfortable with too." 
"Jon and | saw each other in 'Bb," said Kip. "So that would have been that tour." 


"And that was right in the middle of all the action then. But don't feel too bad when you're not the only one 
he's forgotten to call -related to love or not. And it probably doesn't do much for you for me to say that, 
but Im really just trying to say you're not alone. And that it's not personal, you know? Because I'm not 


excusing what he did, nor should |. Or you for that matter, but that's your call to make." 
"Oh, I'm not excusing it," assured Kip. "I forgive him for it, but I'm not saying that it was okay." 


"It wasn't," said Tom. "You're the one who had to deal with the aftermath from the start. Yeah, | know he's 
dealing with it now and | bet thats what he got himself sick on, because he was sick over Rick too, but you 


had to deal with it in times when he wasn't thinking about it." 


"There's that night, you know how it is, after however long you sit in denial when you realize they're not going 
to call. It happened about a month later, and." Kip shrugged with his hands out to the side and turned up 
yieldingly. He hadn't planned to talk about the time in Jon's absence, but it was one thing that he'd been lying 


awake to, and the weight of it on his chest exacerbating his tiredness left him unable to care any longer. 


"You know what? l'm not gonna lie; | hate to admit it, but | was a little sad for a couple of days after that. 


And | would have been with anyone else if | thought it would continue." 


"You're not the only one out there who'd have been feeling sad over it. Come on, lets be real and no shame 
while we're at it. We're talking about Jon Bon Jovi here," Tom emphasized playfully. "But I'm sorry. I'm serious, 
Kip. That was not one of his brightest moves, and we're not gonna try to pretend otherwise." 


Kip almost laughed, and managed a smirk. He appreciated the snide humor; it kept Tom from sounding pitying, 
which he really didn't want after so much time had passed. 


"| moved on from it pretty quick, and that's what | try to do. There's not anything else you really can do at 
that point. | gave up on waiting for a call, because I'm not gonna spend my life waiting on something that's not 
gonna happen" 


Kip could remember the second night after giving up. ‘Sad’ had really been annoyed at allowing himself to make 
the naive, rookie mistake -for being too optimistic that it would have worked. Annoyed that he hadn't thought 
it over better and followed his head rather than his heart. Alice managed to figure it out before he even had 
-as Alice Cooper always did -because he noticed everything, and Kip knew he wasn't as good at hiding it back 
then. 


Alice ended up giving him the tough-love talk, somehow managing to be tough yet openly kind and caring at the 


same time. 


"You gotta watch out when you hook up with people on the road, Kp. Just because its not some girl looking fo 
spend a night with whoever in a band they can get with doesnt mean itll be different." 


Kip stayed silent while listening to Alice with the fear of embarrassing himself by talking back. The low voice 
Alice spoke in during hard talks -so low it was barely audible, and not unlike his own he used when he was 
serious or angry -had a way of intimidating and breaking down walls all at the same time. It was really what 
Alice ended up saying, and even more how kind he was being about it, rather than the disappointment of being 


cast aside that was the hardest to take. 


‘ts not that you can't make it work | dont want it to be something you're afraid to take a chance on -especially 
someone like you, Kp -because if it does work out, it can work out great. But you gotta realize that the 
debauchery we get in this camp is probably nothing compared to some of these other guys out there; in fact, | 
know it is from some of them. Some of these guys are hitting it off with how many others a night, playing 
between however many cities and however many miles apart -every night -all while having however much alcohol 
and whatever else they've got in their systems playing with their heads. Just because someone doesn’t call back 
doesn't always mean you didn't mean anything more to them. They could have been screwed up -could be screwed 
up now. And then thats their problem and their loss. Not yours. And if they decide not to call because they dant 
see you as anything more, then that's also their problem. No matter where the two of you end up at the end of 
all this or why it happened, you'd still be better than them because you had it in yourself to take it seriously when 
they didnt. You've got a level head on your shoulders that most of these guys don't have, Kp; dont let anyone 
shake that." 


Thinking back, Kip was almost amused at the unusual amount of drama that had taken place that day. It was a 
stupid day -probably had been the most dramatic experience with Alice that Kip had, only second to the night 
of his injury. He'd finished his talk, just as grateful for Alice's advice and encouragement as he was grateful to 
have kept his composure, and he hadn't gotten to the door to leave before they both heard the kind of yelling 
down the hall that happened when somebody pushed Kane's buttons and riled him up. Then a door slammed so 


hard that the walls rattled down the hall. 


With a sigh, and a very tense look on his face, Alice had gone on to deal with another serious talk, and Kip 
didn't want to know what Alice said in that one when Kane spent the rest of the day looking weary and guarded 


whenever he was nearby. 


There was only one rule Alice had that Kip had ever found odd. Outside of stage acts that used it for effect, 
at any time they were together as a band, nobody slammed doors between each other. Ever. It didn't matter 
who did it, how frustrating a day it was, or whether it was in the studio, backstage, or at a hotel -anyone who 
dared to slam a door was going to be in big trouble. And if anyone got caught slamming a door on a dare, 
whoever sent that dare was in just as much trouble. So in his time with Alice, nobody tried daring Kip to slam 


one, and Kip was glad to have never been frustrated enough to feel the desire otherwise. 


‘ts disrespectful. And it will degrade your relationships with your bandmates if it becomes a regular thing," was 
Alice's reasoning. He always said he would rather hear a verbal fight with yelling back and forth drag out for 
hours if a disagreement came to that than to hear the brief booming of a door slam, because while it was 
possible to work out a problem through shouting -even if not necessarily the best way -no communication 
took place through a slammed door, and nothing got solved through one either. Having his own band now, Kip 
had to admit that he'd be pretty concerned as to whether everyone was alright if his bandmates began 
slamming doors in each other's faces. He'd only experienced it once -the one time Reb had slammed a door on 
him, and that hardly counted. It had happened on a particularly hard day before they'd really gotten to know 
each other, or figured out their differences, and Reb was already upset over things Kip had nothing to do with 
before they'd hit the wall that day. 


But whether Jon Bon Jovi really had meant to slam the door behind him when he'd parted ways with Kip, or if 
the whirlwind of his superstar life had simply created a strong enough draw to wrench it from his hand and 
slam it shut unknowingly, it didn't change the result. Ultimately, the door slam looked and sounded no different 


on the receiving end for Kip, and jarred him all the same. 


Leaving the past behind and walking away was easiest, but now that Jon had opened the door, Kip felt that he 
had to at least think about it, rather than letting it slam again. 


"Moving on was best," assured Tom, "you didn't know you'd see Jon again, and you still have the choice now 
without having to let it drive you crazy all that time. At least it seems like you had some good guys with you 
to help you with that too." 


Kip smirked as he came out of his thoughts. He'd had plenty of help after confiding in Paul. Sure, Paul had 
ribbed him a bit -hey, look at it this way; you still had a chance to make out with Jon! -for the experience, but 
he'd saved most of his joking for Jon, and tried to distract Kip altogether from it. Alice had sworn he'd never 
seen Kip and Paul get up to as much trouble as they did the week after his talk with Kip. And Reb had allowed 
Kip to let out a minimal detail rant on the phone at the end of that week, just to shake his remaining 


frustration loose. 


"I told Reb on a call to him from the road. He got all pissy for a couple of weeks -you'd think it upset him 
more than me. Made some digs at Jon that he wouldn't usually make for the fun of it -that was probably the 
first time | heard Reb say that many bad things about someone at once without saying something nice to take 
the edge off it. | could have done the same as him, | guess, to cut loose on it. But it still wouldn't have changed 
anything.” 


Tom chuckled dryly. "Hey. Don't piss off the protective bandmate. You think they're too innocent and too 
nervous -wouldn't even hurt a fly. You say something wrong to them and they don't know what to do with it 
and freeze up. But you hurt someone they love and they'll spend all day having a go at something that's ten 
times bigger than them if it's the last thing they ever do. Jeff's our guy like that. Jon's lucky he hasn't gotten 
more grief from Jeff over Rick -and I'd bet you noticed in Florida, ‘cause Eric and | thought we were gonna 


have to sit on him that morning!" 


Kip guffawed as he thought back to Jeffs responses to Rick's story that morning. 


"Yeah, Reb will go quiet and stay bitter about things that happen to him, but he won't go after whoever did it. 
But if it happens to anyone else, he'll tell you straight up what he thinks about them for it -no dancing around 
it. If you ask me on this, | don't know. | wouldn't think I'm bitter -I haven't done the kind of thing | think | would 
if | was. I'm not gonna try to ruminate on it when | only spent one night of my life with him -I had how many 
other people to think about who were with me and sticking around in my life then Aside from that first week 
after coming to terms, | can't tell you the last time | thought about Jon until we met up here, Tom. And | still 
didn't give that night much thought until he approached me either." 


"And if we weren't all alongside each other right now, you probably still wouldn't be thinking about it either, 
but you can't expect yourself to not think about something that's been put right under your nose," Tom 


rationalized. "You're not the only one who'd be losing some sleep over it, Kip.” 


"You're right about that." Kip sighed. "I just don't know why I'm almost more embarrassed because l'm feeling 
that way now -when | know it's normal -or normal for being in this, because this isn't-?" He trailed off with a 
sullen look. #s a good thing Im better at singing on no sleep than | am at talking, because | cant talk for shit right 


how.. 
Tom raised an eyebrow, then propped his head up on his hand and leaned sideways in thought. 
"If | really think on it, and especially the first time | sat down to talk with him, maybe | am bitter." 


"You know." Tom held his hands up. "This is just a thought -l'm not assuming anything here about you -but 
I've heard it said that if you have to ask yourself if you're bitter about something-" 


"-then you probably are," Kip finished with a sigh. "Yeah, I've heard that, so | guess if | set the pride aside and 
get out of denial, | am. You know, Alice would get a kick out of knowing you spared him a call, he'd tell me the 


exact same thing." 
Tom grinned bashfully. "He's very welcome." 


Its funny, because | don't want to be bitter -it's not gonna fix what happened -but somehow | do at the 


same time." 


"You just don't want to have a grudge in your head that's going to dictate your life, or whatever you're gonna 
do with Jon," Tom corrected. “There's a difference between being upset over something you have a good 
reason to be upset about and holding onto something so tight that it's controlling you. Maybe it wasn't about 
love and he's fine now, but did you think Rick wasn't ever a little bitter over what happened to him?" 


"| got the sense he was at a point” Kip remembered Rick's sarcastic joking about Jon being ‘tied up' with other 
things. "He just laughs it off now, which | guess that's how | was until this opened back up. I'll have an easier 


time getting there when | get some sleep." 


"I think you guys have soundcheck in ten minutes or so," warned Tom. "I'd better let you go so you can get 


that done and take your nap before you have to go onstage. Not opposed to sneaking another today myself.” 


Kip smiled tiredly and stood up. "Yeah, Reb might just chase me down and make me lie down if | don't on my 


own. 


"Is up to you what happens with Jon. Just don't feel like you have to apologize for not being able to act like it 
never happened -or for wanting to take it slow. How he deals with that might tell you more than anything else. 
Personally, | hope you guys can figure it out -because knowing he's trying with you now and getting as guilt 
sick as he was, | think he really does care -but if you feel like it needs to end, it's in your right. And if you 
need anyone to listen during this Tour," Tom motioned beside himself, "I'm here. Our door's open and we'll have 


a seat for you. Two actually -one for you to sit in, and one to throw at Jon if he's giving you a hard time." 
This time, Kip laughed and had to swallow hard as some of the invisible weight lifted off him. 

"Thanks, Tom. A lot" 

Tom nodded before gathering up the chairs and slipping back inside his tent, leaving Kip to return to his own. 


/ still love him, Kip decided. He'd denied feeling bitter long enough, and there was no point in denying love either 
when enough time had passed from his first talk with Jon to know. He did know one thing about himself -he 
wouldn't be wasting his time still worrying about it this far along if he didn't still have feelings for him. 


| just don't know how Im supposed to go about loving him anymore. 


He'd been lying awake, unsure whether to fully cross the threshold of the open door he and Jon were now 
nervously stepping in and out of, or if he wanted to face another difficult talk with Jon to get it over with and 
close it gently to stop the risk of another end with a slam. 


Kip did know one thing for certain -that in all the mess that had materialized around him, he had a friend in 
Tom Keifer. One he'd already had for awhile. And with Tom knowing Jon in the more recent time, having a 
much better perspective on him, if there was anyone who had the most viable advice to give about Jon, it 


was Tom. 


And with his talk with Tom, he'd processed a few things. Jon had already opened the slammed back door with 
his re-entrance backstage. Though intrusive then, he'd admitted his wrong, played fair since, and he'd left Kip 
holding the door and the power to decide what happened next. He'd eagerly asked and listened for everything 
he'd missed. He'd made a point of making himself accessible, and if it wasn't a sign that love was still hanging in 
the threshold, then Kip had to admit, Jon was putting on a pretty strong act. 


And while it was still possible to leave the past behind and close the door if it came to it, Kip would not let the 
past pull him down to the level of slamming Jon back out just as fast. 


Sound check -as usual with backstage tent setups and the chances of things ending up anywhere but where 
they should have been far higher -was a mess. It ended up being particularly frustrating for Paul and Kip; 
Paul's guitar and Kip's microphone were fine, but getting the keyboard and bass right was determined to be a 
painful process. 


There were still a good two hour period before they'd have to start getting ready if they were going slow. Kip 
tried not to be annoyed as he retreated to a quiet section in the tent behind a room divider he and Reb had 
already designated for napping. Being excessively tired had nothing to do with the equipment misbehaving so 
much, as much as it felt it sometimes stacked up that way. 


Having managed to get his setup in working order sooner, Reb was already half-asleep on one side of the mat 
with the pillows and blanket he'd taken from the bus, giving off small whimpers and twitches in his light sleep 
that he always made when he was stressed. 


Lowering himself down to the floor softly beside him and taking a free pillow, Kip reached over and sank his 


fingers -which trembled lightly with fatigue -through Reb's curls to stroke the back of his neck 
'Hey," he murmured, "relax" 

He couldn't help but feel like a hypocrite, telling Reb to relax when he hardly could 

"Yiokay?" Reb mumbled out sleepily. "Didn't din'thin, right?" 


"My setup is good to go now. And no, nothing bad happened with it, or anybody. Not sure what's gonna happen. 
| dunno, itll be alright" Kip paused to yawn as Reb's contagiously exhausted voice played havoc on him. "I'l 
figure it out. You don't need to worry ‘bout it. Don't drive yourself crazy." 


The very second Kip's head hit the pillow, a buzzing filled his ears and he felt the room spin -feeling just how 
fast the world really was moving as he did before he crashed out from exhaustion. His eyelids felt as though 
they had turned to lead, and closing them felt good, but he struggled to find a position on the floor that was 
comfortable for the rest of his body. With a sigh, he gave up sprawled on his stomach and waited desperately 
for reality to finish spinning out and give him a rest for the short time he had. 


It hadn't even been a minute when his knee gave a sudden twinge, warning him very emphatically that it did 
not want to be extended fully and pressing down on the floor today. Kip rolled over on his side so that he could 
pull it in at a more relaxed angle and accepted that his shoulder in contact with the floor was going to be stiff 
when he woke up from bearing his weight. He was far too tired to care otherwise any longer, even if it meant 
discomfort while holding his bass onstage. 


Suddenly, an arm hooked itself under him and wrapped around his front. A hand squeezed his upward-facing 


shoulder, and the grip was just right to be comforting, but loose enough to not feel like he was being 


restrained. 


Kip startled at first. He almost told Reb not to worry about him and go back to sleep. Not to worry himself 
either. He had dealt with far worse physical pains in his lifetime. This was nothing. 


But Reb didn’t feel tensed up with worry -quite the opposite. The uncomfortable pressure on his downward 
facing shoulder had been relieved, and the physical comfort was something Kip didn't have it in him to reject 
Today. After sitting last night out alone, it was feeling pretty good to be held and told everything would be 
alright rather than the other way around. 


With that, Kip wondered if maybe it was just time to let Reb look out for him and not worry about stressing 
him out for once. Maybe Tom was right about that too, that as long as he didn't go overboard with it, it was 
okay to not tiptoe around how drained the last week had left him. 


With a soft whimper he hadn't really intended to make that spoke loudly of his discomfort, Kip rolled over on 


his other side and curled in against Reb, resting his cheek on his shoulder. 


Kip waited for Reb to panic and start asking questions as to what happened or if he needed anything. He waited 
for Reb to begin going overboard, trying to make it better. 


Instead, Reb seemed to slip into some alternate state of calm. He lay still and quiet with his arms around him, 
his breathing was slow -only one step above being fully asleep -and he was simply there, allowing Kip to hold 
on and be held if he wanted to, but not preventing him from backing off if he wanted to move away. He lay 


there aware, but would not speak about it unless Kip made the move to say he wanted to. 


It seemed that this was how he'd chosen to try making it better, and as long as Kip could relax to get some 
sleep, he was distracted from his own pre-show nerves and relaxed too. And Kip understood it then. Reb 
wasn't going to go overboard. There were times he would go overboard when he panicked from not knowing 
what to do. Right now, Reb did know. He was already trying to make it better -and he wouldn't even need a nap 
for himself to be calm enough to go onstage if he could succeed in making it better for Kip. 


And Reb was the only one of his bandmates who had ever slammed a door in his face. 


Guess its hard to make a call from the first door slam, he thought to himself as the remaining light faded. That 
was the last thing Kip knew until he woke to Rod's warning hours later, with Reb asleep next to him, still 
supporting him in his outstretched arms. 


4. Only Need One Answer to Get Me Through the Night 


Author's Notes: 

Short chapter, which | had absolutely nothing on the outline for until IO days ago (but felt there needed to be 
something before the next chapter). After taking a break to try and save my motivation (not good at all), | 
came up with it on the fly after remembering a conversation with a former roommate we had walking outside 
at night, and that Kip is into the outer space stuff. | am satisfied with it even though ordinarily | could have 
gotten it out faster. Can't promise steady progress over the next month, but I'm doing what | can to avoid a 


two-month hiatus. 


Following the show in Columbia, Rod and Reb made the call on rooming arrangements. Being eager to go to sleep 


as soon as they were settled in the hotel, Rod took Kip with him. 


The show had been easier to get through than Kip had feared in the morning. His backstage nap combined with 
the energy surge of getting onstage had him pumped up enough that he felt fine at the end of the show. Even 
more energetic than he did on the average night. By the time Cinderella were onstage and Winger were in their 
dressing room, Kip felt that there might have even been a chance to attempt talking to Jon at the end of the 


night -if for nothing else than to arrange a time to meet again. 


But by the time the backstage routine was halfway through and Bon Jovi had taken the stage, he'd come back 
to more realistic expectations, which only became more real as the night went on. The three-hour post-show 
period at the venue before heading for the hotel left him delirious and trembling with exhaustion, verging on 


illness by one more sleepless night. 


"Complicated," Kip murmured in response to Rod's visible, yet wordless concern as he dropped onto the bed 
after pulling his street clothes off, not bothering to make a full sentence out of it. There was no secret as to 


what was complicated. 


‘I'm sure it is. But I'm not making you tell me anything." Rod put the back of his hand on Kip's forehead. "| am 


gonna tell you you need to sleep, whether you realize it or not. Ill call Alice and have him tell you if you don't” 


Kip started laughing hard at that. It was funny to him, but not funny enough to call for laughter -that was 
from lack of sleep -and while it was a little embarrassing, he couldn't keep from doing it. He knew that if he 
tried to force himself to stop, it would only make it worse, so he wittily played along while waiting to settle 


down instead. 


"Do it," he told Rod, who was watching with a smile that was amused and sad at the same time. "Call him; it 


would be funny. | want to hear his reaction. 


Rod sighed. 


"No, we're gonna let him deal with whoever he has with him tonight. | know you got stuff to deal with, but you 


can take care of that tomorrow. You gotta go to sleep, right now. Don't make me make it an order." 


His scolding was just enough distraction along with the exertion of the gut-busting laugh for Kip to crash out 


after seventy-two near-sleepless hours. 


Rod climbed into the other bed and went to sleep just hoping that whatever was happening didn't end in 
heartbreak at the end of the tour. 


Kip slept through the whole night, and Rod let him sleep in as late as possible to allow him enough time to pack 
for the bus ride up to Charlotte -one that was relatively short, but expected to have heavy traffic toward 
the end. 


He had a feeling he'd regret it if he set himself up for another struggle later, but taking advantage of not 
being fully awake by the time he was packed and checked out of the hotel, Kip retreated to his bunk to sleep 
on the ride up too. 


Inevitably -while feeling much better -Kip found himself still wide awake hours after the show on arrival to 
the hotel, which was a good hour and a half away from the venue. According to the tour managers, with 
Charlotte being the big city it was, it was already at higher capacities than others before accounting for 
people traveling to the concerts and staying in town, and trying to get all the bands and crew in one place 


would have required paying through the nose. 


They'd ended up in Mill Spring -a small, open town. Not quite into the Appalachian mountains, but close enough 
that the land had steep hills and winding, twisting roads to boast, and the true mountain peaks were visible in 
the distant background of the night sky. It was far enough from the city light pollution that stars speckled the 
entirety of the dark background above the mountains. Something Kip felt he didn't see often enough since his 


move to New York, even with the nights on tour stopping in the more rural towns such as this one. 
After dropping his overnight bag off in his room with Reb, Kip went back outside to enjoy the view. 


He had been outside for awhile -not too long -when the third and final bus pulled in for the night, arriving to 
the hotel after the show later than the rest as usual. It was such a normal occurrence from the perspective 
of anyone in a non-headlining band that Kip didn't think twice of it -until a short time after the commotion of 
unloading and heading inside had died down, and he heard footsteps in the thick grass of the hillside out behind 
the building. 


"Hey." He turned around to face Jon, who was still carrying himself in his larger-than-life showman stride, but 


more subdued and down-to-Earth with enough time passed since leaving the venue. 


"| noticed you were out here when we came around the bend, and it's been a couple of days. | thought I'd come 


out and see how you were. | don't think I've ever seen you stand so still before," noted Jon with the faintest 


hint of a smile in his voice. He paused, before adding, "you can tell me to go away and leave you alone tonight 
if you want. Some of my guys overdid it tonight, and | think Eric and Jeff did too; | can go help Tom take care 
of them" 

"No, you can stay out here," Kip decided. "| might not have much to say, but you're fine." 


"Are you good?" asked Jon, taking a few steps closer. "Why are you out here standing around at 3:00 in the 


morning?" 

"Look up," said Kip, without looking away from the mountain horizon. 

"What do you mean?" 

"Just look up. You'll see what | mean" 

Jon did. At first, he saw the mountains, which he couldn't understand how they might be a spectacle to Kip. At 
least not in the middle of the night. The mountains were plenty visible in the daytime too, and while Kip had 
grown up in the mountains, he didn't strike Jon as the nostalgic type who would sit outside at night staring at 
their outline in the dark for the sake of it. 

Then, he looked a little higher. 

"Stars?" Jon did a double take, noticing just how many were filling the dark sky, and unlike the mountains and 


the time of night, they did make sense. "I guess I've never really noticed them like that. There's a lot more 


than I've ever seen" 


"You don't see them like that in New York City. Or in most parts of Jersey for that matter," said Kip. "You 


probably haven't ever seen them like this.’ 

"People don't talk about them so much around home either. | guess there's not much use in it when you don't 
ever see them, and | probably don't really think to look for them on the road" Suddenly, Jon pointed. "Is that 
Little Dipper out there?" 

Kip turned where he was looking in another direction to follow Jon's finger up. 


"It is." 


Jon couldn't quite keep the smile from tugging his mouth up, and the concern of embarrassing himself with 


something new seemed to slip into the back of his mind. 
"Ie never found a constellation before," he admitted. 


"Well, at least you didn't automatically assume you had Big Dipper there -some people do on their first try.” 


"It looked too small for how | imagined that would be," said Jon, looking a little bit prideful. 
Kip smirked and shook his head. "There are more reliable ways to tell that too." 
"Did you often look for them before you came to the city?" 


‘| remember a few from back home. Not too many -l kind of lost it after | moved, but I'm getting it back. It 
helps when we have a run of nights through the Midwest, or in the mountains." 


"So that's something else you do." Jon side-eyed Kip in the cover of the darkness. 


“Something | enjoy, but not in the way I'd really like to yer," Kip corrected. "For obvious reasons -time and city 
life. But once | get all the old stuff down again, | want to take it further when | get some downtime off the 
road. Read up on it, see different insights and decide what | think about it all, look further than what | can see 


with my own two eyes.” 


"ll just give you a few more years and you'll probably be an expert," said Jon. His tone was mildly joking, but 


his face said he was serious all at the same time. 


Kip felt amused at the thought that Jon was definitely no longer tiptoeing around him to be making that kind of 
a joke -which wasn't upsetting, but rather a relief with the loss of awkward tension, and that he was seeing 
Jon acting like his real self. 


"IFs possible, though I'd prefer you wouldn't go silent for another three years without at least warning me if it 
had to be that way. I'll have a lot of answers to things in a few years, but then I'll probably have other things 


to figure out too." 


A strong gust of wind blew down from the mountains, nearly offsetting Jon's balance. He took an unplanned, 
but deliberate step toward Kip to keep from embarrassing himself by stumbling with the wind, and deciding he 
felt comfortable with the motion, took one more step, leaving them close, with just enough space between 


them to keep from pushing it too fast. 


its definitely going to be storming tomorrow, he noted by how the wind felt warm and humid compared to the 
cool, dry night air they were standing in. 


"Can you tell me how to find the constellations you can see?" he asked. 
"IIl help you find some well-known ones," said Kip. "If | try to find everything | can see and remember all the 
ones | know -start obsessing on it -we'll be out here awhile. You found Little Dipper. Most nights it's easier to 


work this the opposite way around, but tonight's an exception, so look back to it" 


"There it is," said Jon, pointing as he found it again. 


"And if you look, you notice how the scoop is opening toward the right, and the handle is pointing up?" 

"Yeah, the spoon portion has its back pointing left" 

"Go straight out from the tip of the handle-" 

"-The North Star," said Jon confidently. 

"Yes -or ‘Polaris -and if you go out to the right, and maybe a little bit down, like you're drawing a line, and 
then look around" Kip looked on his own while Jon extended his finger as a guide and began searching. "You have 
to do it a few times to get a feel for how far to go. The lights are blocking some of it, so it's not ideal-" 

| see something that looks like it could be Big Dipper, but | can't see most of the handle." 

"That's it," said Kip, nodding. "It's hanging lower, and the lights are obscuring the stars in the handle. Depending 
on where you are, you might not be able to see the entirety of one, and that can make it tricky to tell what 
you're looking at if there isn't a distinctive segment. It also makes it tricky if you aren't used to looking for 
them how they'll be turned around in different directions depending on when you do it" 

"How do you find Orion?" asked Jon. "I don't know a lot of names, but I've heard that one a lot." 

"Alright, if you see the whole thing, it looks like a hunter with a bow and arrow. There's no way we'll see it all 
with lights on behind us, but you see those three stars right out there? Right in line with each other and 


close together?" 


Jon followed Kip's finger -his extended arm was less than a foot from him, practically resting over his 


shoulder -and saw the three lined up stars. 
"That's the belt," he said, hoping he'd guessed correctly and wasn't sounding stupid. 


"Yeah, that's it. That's the easiest part to find -one of the brighter parts too. Actually, if you're outside the 
city lights in a typical neighborhood, that's one you still have a fair shot at finding." 


| don't get how some people can just look up and find them without thinking." Jon shook his head. 


"It takes awhile to get it down, and again, it helps if you've spent time living at some point in your life where 


you can regularly see them. | had a pretty good view in Colorado." 
"Any others you think are easy to find?" 


"Andromeda should sound familiar, but unless you know what it looks like, it's not an easy shape to describe,’ 


said Kip. "It would be easier if | was to draw it. | haven't been able to find it myself since leaving home, and it's 


not as common, but you could easily figure out Vela if you see it. It's a sail -kind of looks like a misshapen 


diamond. And Crux -that's four stars arranged like a cross." 


"Okay, okay," Jon ceded, holding his hands up. "Once you get out to that point, you might as well be speaking in 


Greek to me -and | know enough to realize that with some of the names, you actually would be." 
Kip just backed off with a knowing grin. 


"Really, it's shame we're not out West -if the timing was right, these would be the right conditions where you 
might catch the Northern lights." 


"That's something else | know | won't see in Jersey," Jon said matter-of-factly. "If | did have time between the 


touring and recording." 


"So then what would you do if you dd said Kip with a hint of challenge in his voice. "Because l'm not believing 
you saying you don't have anything else that's interesting.” 


Jon noticed in the faint cast of light over the dark that his eyebrows were lowered in the same sort of 
seductive way they had been when he was in stage horror costume years back, but not quite geared that 


way, or as sinister. He was just teasing, because he did know better. 


"Come to think about it, | thought skiing was fun when | was younger, when | look back. | had fun with it as a 
kid. | thought | was pretty good at it too. And | probably was for someone my age," he said pridefully, before 
breaking off with a sheepish grin "Then | attempted to try an expert slope on my own and got in a fight with 
a tree two minutes into down the hill. Judging by where you grew up, | bet you already know that when you 

get in a fight with a tree, even if it doesn't lay you out entirely, there's no way you're gonna win in full. And 


that's not funny either." 
Kip smiled hard in the dark. 


"You just admitted to crashing into a tree; yeah, it is. Did it steal the poles from you too?" A hint of laughter 


tinged his monotone. 

"No, | got them untangled pretty quick -that's what | mean by it won, but | didn't lose in every way. It gave 
me some good scrapes -really to my pride more than anything else, but | wasn't gonna let it get away with 
that. And while | enjoyed it, | don't really see myself making that a regular thing.” 


"Or you don't want to lose to another tree?" 


Jon snorted. "God damn it, Kip. I'm gonna regret telling you now." He couldn't see Kip holding back laughter, but 
he could tell that he was. 


"I have thought of doing more traveling by motorcycle. But that's something | already want to do. Probably not 


a surprise; they're pretty popular in Jersey. | really don't think on what | aspire to do; | spend more time living 
in the moment and just enjoying what | have. Sure it gets old on the road, but that could end, and | want to 
enjoy it while it's here." 


‘Ive figured that," Kip quipped. It was so easy for him to tell now that he'd had multiple encounters with Jon, 
just how much the environment around him could dictate how he acted in it. It consumed him. He was 
completely different onstage from how he was backstage, and that varied depending on who was there. It made 
sense with Tom's descriptions. Now he was finally seeing Jon as himself -not taken by the tension between 
them or trying to be seductive, still prideful in himself without pushing to showboat over it, and just hanging 
out and being friendly. 


‘Sometimes getting caught up in the moment makes it go by faster even when it does get a little too 
monotonous on the road. At least it does for me, because | forget about how long it's been that way. Of 
course, | really should get better about that, since I've fucked a lot of stuff up doing that and forgetting 
everything else," Jon admitted. "Including how | fucked up with you." 


The warm storm breeze stopped abruptly, and the carefree, calm feeling dropped away. 


"Okay, stop that" Kip held his hands up in the dark. "We already talked about that. I'm not happy about what 
happened. Honestly, | never will be. But I'm done with it, and it's not something | want to hang onto from the 
past and have take over where we are now. Maybe looking ahead for the sake of carrying this on is a good 


thing -if we decide for it to happen -but we still have two weeks together and time before we have to do 
that, and | think we should make them good." 


"So if there's any time to live in the moment, now's it," Jon finished, smiling in the dark as the breeze picked 


up again. They were getting somewhere. 

"And right now we're out here at heaven be damned o'clock in the morning talking, and we're probably going to 
be tired tomorrow, but if we want to stay out longer and talk -or keep looking for stuff in the sky -then 
that's it.” 


They stood there for a couple of quiet minutes with a mere two feet separating them, before Jon finally 
spoke. 


"You know what, Kip?" 

"What?" 

"I think | got something. It's not something | think I'd want to actually do for now -maybe that'll change. But I'll 
admit that with all I've seen that goes into producing just a short music video, | wouldn't mind studying what 


goes into acting. | have a lot of respect for what it must take to do a full-length film and multiple sets." 


Kip raised his eyebrows, but didn't turn his head. He was still listening. 


".| probably oughta keep quiet about that though," Jon continued after a long pause. "Some fans might not take 
too well to that image. They already get the idea that l'm a poser." 


Kip snorted. 


"I do ballet, Jon. People have had plenty to say about that and it won't stop me. What are they gonna do; make 
me stop? | questioned it the first time | caught grief, but then what do they know?" 


"They don't," said Jon. "There are guys who will run their mouths to look tough, but if they knew more before 
saying something, they might not say it. ‘Cause if they knew more before saying something, they might not be 
saying the same thing. Watch enough music videos with acted scenes, and some guys out there really can't do 


it when they don't have to remember any lines and get into character. Our first music videos were rough." 

Kip groaned. "Yours weren't even bad considering some of the ones out there, and some of that you can tell 
was the director's idea that the bands just followed along with. If anyone can manage to get some of the crazy 
prompts the producers throw out there to turn out good, they deserve an acting award just for that." 

Jon couldn't help but laugh out into the night at Kip's sudden snideness. 

"I'd be half-ready to act if | did try it. Lord knows. Or | could get into my interest in cars and take that 
further. You know what the best part of that is? You can be like the kid taking the radio apart to see how it 
works for fun, except it's not seen as playing around in the same way -and you don't get into trouble for it" 
"Act like a troublemaker and not get in trouble.” With the sky beginning to obstruct with distant storm clouds 
rolling in over the mountains, Kip turned and began slowly walking back toward the hotel. "I could get behind 


that in my own ways." 


"No, l'm a troublemaker, and proud of it" Jon crossed his arms over his chest in an exaggerated motion before 


beginning to follow Kip back around to the front of the building. 


| can see that too, because you already were -and it takes one to know one, don't you know?" Kip flashed a 
hint of his sinister grin, and this time, Jon could see it in the lights outside the front door. 


"That's gotta be something." 
"What is?" asked Kip, whispering as they made their way inside and down the hallway of rooms. 


If we do alright here for two weeks, | have to be better at remembering to call so we can one-up each other 


on how much trouble we manage to get up to." 


"You got some stiff competition," quipped Kip as he stopped outside his door. "But | think you might have a 


chance." 


Jon continued down the hall pondering just what Kip might have implied by that as silence took over the night 


again. 


l0. Take My Hand, We'll Make it | Swear 


Author's Notes: 

At Thanksgiving, | got a highway map of the Eastern half of the US, and this is where | maybe had *too* 
much fun with it writing the outline.. Taking a look at it got me thinking about what | could do with tracing 
possible routes between the tour stops that | already had thanks to the website | found. | had some fun with 
it in the earlier chapters, but with an opportunity to send the boys over a twisty back country road (which 
was indeed the only direct path), | couldn't resist the opportunity for some drama and hurt/comfort, and 
depending on how one might see it, some fluff too. While the layout of roads was at the expense of the boys’ 
nerves, it worked out very conveniently to get Kip and Jon together again (with some help from Tom).. and a 
quite literal representation of the plot twists this road trip of a story has taken from the beginning, with 
plenty more still to come at the halfway mark here. 


Following the late night in Mill Spring, the caravan of buses took off following each other on an Eastbound 
cross-state haul through North Carolina to Fayetteville. Even if not for their hotel being in the opposite 
direction from Charlotte, the gap between the locations was inconveniently placed where there was no stretch 
of interstate or US highway to pick up which did not involve making a large loop North, or nearly all the way 
down to the South Carolina border. 


One interstate route was unfeasible with the time laid out on the itinerary, and the other was pushing it, but 
management had outlined a path by the major state routes that was more direct and cut the trip time down 
by nearly two hours. Some of the roads were single lanes, but noted as safe by the department of 
transportation for buses to take as long as they didn't have trailers attached, which they did not. They would 
spend most of their time between Charlotte and Fayetteville on North Carolina State Road 24, and State Road 
ll, after returning from Mill Spring to Charlotte by State Road 9 and US Route 14. 


In all expectation, taking most of the ride on the back roads with only a few looks into towns at the 


intersections with larger highways seemed unlikely to provide much excitement. 


For better or worse, it would have likely been uneventful -if not for an encounter after just the first ten 
minutes on the road with a pickup truck jacked up on wheels disproportionately large to the vehicle, 
nonfunctional mufflers, and a driver who had an aggressive need for speed and no patience for being behind a 


line of buses. 


The truck driver's decision to pass the buses on State Road 9 would have been welcomed with the situation of 
one lane in each direction, if not for it being done on a curved, blind stretch around rocky hills where the 


double yellow line was solid to warn that doing so wasn't wise on that particular stretch. 


When another car happened to be coming up on the other side around the curve, with nowhere else to go, the 


truck forced its way between the Bon Jovi bus and the Cinderella bus behind it. 


The latter buses had to slam on the brakes hard to keep from plowing over the truck, and while Kip would 
later have to ask what exactly had happened to know what he and his bandmates hadn't been able to see from 
the back lounge, he was able to figure out that someone had cut the line of buses off by the sudden lurch - 
which was amplified by being at the back of the vehicle, and at the end of the chain reaction 


The reaction their driver had to it gave him plenty of information too. 


"GO to HELL!" he roared from the front after the cacophony of horns silenced. "Before you get somebody ELSE 
killed!" 


Their driver on this stretch of the tour didn't have the worst temper Kip had seen, but he had a short straw 
when it came to obnoxious drivers. In this instance, Kip could feel for him losing his patience. He just wished his 
reaction hadn't been quite as jarring as screaming and laying on the horn for five seconds straight, giving them 
all a shock of adrenaline first thing in the morning. 


Reb sat up from where he'd been thrown sideways on the couch next to Kip and huffed out a very heavy, 
shaking sigh. He doubled over his lap and held his head while trying to regain his bearings. 


"That was not cool at all," Rod complained, enunciating each syllable heavily as he untangled himself from Paul 


on the fold-out couch across the walkway. 


"Aw, man." Kip shook his head in agreement. "That'll wake you up bright 'n early if you weren't awake already. 


Reb, are you okay?" 


"IIl know in an hour or so," he moaned, already feeling wonky as the adrenaline high began crashing down inside 
him. It hadn't taken long from the time Kip met Reb to learn that one significantly large scare or upset early 
enough in the day could leave him jumpy and on edge for hours -feeling apprehensive and frightened by things 
that he might not give much thought otherwise. 


Paul drew in a wheezing gasp of air and went into a coughing jag as he clutched the side of his stomach where 


Rod's elbow had impacted, digging in and knocking the wind out of him. 


Rod cringed. "Of course, Paul just got it in the gut from me real good -not on purpose. Sorry, | know that 
hurt" 


"Ugh, someone get help! Rod's tryin to kill me!" Groaning, Paul got up to walk it off and get a drink of water to 


recuperate. 


"Whatever driver did that better get help if | ever meet them in person, because I'll have plenty to say to 
them," Reb threatened. 


"Reb, don't wind yourself up any more," Kip warned as Paul appeared in the doorway with a cup of water, half 


of which he tossed back in one go before coming through the doorway. 


"Don't drink that too fast this soon after waking up," warned Rod. "Especially winding around on these roads. 
You might be fine with one of those things alone, but if you get enough happening at once to push you over 


the edge, you're not gonna feel too good." 


"| don't know, Rod, should | take your word after getting impaled?" Paul's grin assured he was joking, right 
before he took another big swig just to test Rod's nerves and ducked back out of the lounge before anyone 
could think to retaliate -be it Rod with words, or Kip with another slam in the arm. 


Rod sighed and gave Paul a weary grin noting surrender regardless of who was right, and turned to Reb. 


"Reb, come over here and lie down so you can try to relax. | know with you it's probably not gonna do much 


good if it's already done, but it can't hurt to try.’ 


Reb stood up and crossed the aisle, keeping a death grip with one hand to the couch he stood up from until he 
reached his other out to touch the extended, folded out portion of the other. Then he sank down next to Rod. 


Kip turned around on the couch and tried to get as good a look he could get out the side window of the 
roadside for any breaks in the trees giving way to interesting views over the hills, hoping for a better source 


of excitement than reckless drivers -if any at all -for the rest of the ride. 


At the front of the bus line, unaffected by the cutoff but having heard the evidence of it, Jon made his way 


to the front of the bus and the driver's compartment to investigate. 
"What just happened back there? Are they okay?" he asked. 
The pickup's horn blasted behind the bus as they slowed down to take a bend. 


The driver groaned. "You gotta be kidding me. | understand wanting to get around a bus, but you are really 
something special.. | think ‘horn-trigger-happy-need-for-speed' behind us cut ‘em off trying to pass, because 


on that last curve, | saw someone coming up the other side right before all that racket started." 


Before Jon could react to the driver's conjecture, an engine growled tremendously, and suddenly, the pickup 
truck rushed up the opposing lane beside the bus. It swung back into the lane in front of them with hardly 
enough space to keep from brake-checking them, then hit the pedal to go wailing down the road and screaming 


out of sight around another corner, practically drifting around it. 


Jon raised his eyebrows. "So it seems. Damn, that's a bit excessive. And that's coming from me when this band 


practically owns excessive on the road" 


"Yeah, you get way ahead of us, and you stay away," muttered the driver darkly to the truck never to be 


seen again. "Only way | wanna see you again is pulled over on the side with the state trooper.” 


"Where are the troopers when you need ‘em anyway?" asked Richie, poking his head in from where he'd been 
eavesdropping for an answer too. He'd heard and seen the truck -or really, a metallic streak that was the 
truck -pass through the side window. "They're happy to pull you over in the city for going five over, but 


they're nowhere when someone's doing something really dangerous." 


"As long as no one's hurt, he's gone, and | don't wanna worry about that any longer. Hey, speaking of that, can | 
radio Tom?" Jon cast a concerned look at the radio phone. "I know they've been looking to change buses in 


Pennsylvania because of suspension problems and rough riding -that hard stop could have been painful." 


The driver sighed, but unhooked the shield-shaped hand speaker piece and stretched the cord over to the 
front passenger seat, then reached up on the side panel over the left window and connected him to bus behind 


them. 


"Make it quick, we're at the front and I'm the one who has to check in to the state road registry for us at 


certain mile markers." 


Not wasting time with a thanks that was easily left unspoken, Jon pushed the button to talk down and 
requested Tom from Cinderella's driver. There was a delay, but soon, the line crackled as the talk button was 
held down to connect the other line, and Jon heard the sound of breathless laughter and Tom saying something 
inaudible to the driver before finally addressing him. 


| was walking through the bus when we braked, and | fell on my ass!" Tom snickered. "Not on the tailbone - 
that coulda really hurt. What's going on?" 


"That probably still is going to hurt tomorrow." Jon started to ask if everyone was okay, but he could hear 
shouting in the background. 


"What, Rick? You said-? -Hold on," warned Tom. Jon heard a muffled calling away from the phone of ‘Fred, is 
there ice in the cooler? .Get yourself a bag from the cabinet and put some in it -no, Jeff, you stay there and 


sit tight... 

What on Earth do they have going on over there? Jon groaned internally at himself when he found himself 
looking over his shoulder reflexively, even though there was no way to see through his own bus to the bus 
behind theirs, or the one following it for that matter. 

“Alright, sorry, Jon. What was that you asked?" 

"It sounds like you're having ‘Hell on Wheels' go from song straight into reality. Are you guys okay?" 
"Uhhhhhh.." Tom trailed off with an uneasy laugh in his voice. "Not a bad way of putting it, and now that's a 


question |'d say we're having a little situation over here. Eric and Jeff went too hard last night; that hard stop 
didn't do their hangovers any favors, and Jeff getting thrown out of his bunk didn't help his anxiety any 


either." 


"God, you guys got thrown harder than it sounded." Jon's heart sank for Jeff, knowing how terrified he must 


have been to have his seemingly ridiculous and paranoid fear become real. "ls anyone hurt?" 


"No, no -nothing -well, maybe a little, but we'll be okay. We checked to make sure Jeffs not hurt -he's just 
freaking out and we're trying to get him calmed down before it gets any worse, and Fred fell into the doorway 
and hit his shoulder, so l'm having him ice it to make sure it doesn't turn into a problem tonight. I'm not sure 


about Eric; Rick's got him and Jeff. A couple of bumps, but nothing serious is what it's looking like." 


"Do you guys need anything?" asked Jon, shuddering as the screeching brakes and horns echoed in his head and 
all the ways it could have been so much worse began swarming his mind. "I'm serious, we can see about pulling 


over next opportunity if you do-" 


"| don't know if we do. It's kind of hard to tell since we're only just picking ourselves up. | at least think it'll be 
fine once we get situated again, but l'm not gonna be overly sure until it happens -we're just gonna hang tight 
awhile and see how we're doing. Besides that, | think if we make a bigger fuss than we need to just yet, it'll rile 
Jeff up." Tom sighed. "We'll figure it out" 


"Are you good if | call in an hour to check on you guys?" 


"Hey, do ya even have to ask?" Tom joked. "Anything to make a ride interesting that doesn't involve near- 


misses with other vehicles is fine by me." 
“Alright, Tom, you go take it easy and recuperate from that," said Jon. "No more falling down in the aisle!" 
Tom laughed before disconnecting. 


"Can | check in with the other bus too?" asked Jon. He quickly backed down and accepted the answer as ‘no 
when the driver gave him the stink-eye, flipped the channel, and spoke some commercial driver-code to some 
law enforcement department responsible for the state roads. He knew why he couldn't be on the radio phone 
for something other than it's main purpose any longer than necessary, though he was increasingly anxious to 
know if Kip and his band mates were okay after hearing the predicament Tom was left with. 


Maybe he could check on Kip after he checked back with Tom, or maybe if he waited until the midway point, 
the driver wouldn't be too bugged with the frequency of calls. Though once half-an-hour was likely pushing it 
too. Now that Tom was expecting him to check back, he didn't want to lose his privilege beforehand. While this 
case was entirely different, Jon felt that he'd just gotten himself back in Kip's good graces after not following 
through on the phone, and he wasn't about to fall out of Tom's immediately after. 


"Now that the jerk is gone, it should be a clear ride from here if we don't meet anyone else like him," said the 
driver after hanging up -the very moment before a line of lightening ran up the grey sky between the trees 
ahead, splitting off into the pattern of shattering the dark clouds like glass. A crack of thunder vibrated the 


ground beneath the bus's tires and reverberated through the frame a few seconds later, just as they made 
the turn back onto US Route 14, heading back to Charlotte. The road widened, giving them a brief respite from 


the narrow bends. 


"Yeah, | hope so," Jon murmured, somehow having the feeling that their encounter with the pickup truck was 


only the beginning of a very interesting ride. 


An hour later, just after getting back on the Eastern side of Charlotte again and picking up State Road 24, the 
buses were driving through a torrential downpour so heavy that it was difficult to see even with the wipers 
on full. Between coming down in altitude and going into the storm, the line of buses had traveled through a 
steep change in atmospheric pressure, and with that in addition to the roadway's continuing twists and turns, 
some of the guys were feeling it strongly. 


Reb was the first one to feel it on the bus at the end of the line, and there was no doubt left that he was 
still feeling the aftereffects of the adrenaline shock induced by the truck incident, as each time the bus braked 
slightly faster than usual to deal with a turn, he flinched. Regardless of whether it was strong enough to shift 


everyone around in their seats. 


However, when Paul began to feel it next, it took him a lot further. A mild tension headache quickly escalated 
into an intense one, and the pressure in his ears led to progressively increasing vertigo with each turn of the 
road. He tried to deny he was beginning to feel ill, but there was no doubt by the time he huddled up on the 


couch, looking small, vulnerable, and being far too quiet for Paul Taylor. 


Rod tried to recommend that Paul to sit up front so he could see the horizon in the direction they were going, 
and possibly get some fresh air from the driver's window, though they all knew that it would be fairly difficult 
for Paul to focus on any object in the distance through the rain. Thanks to their driver's outburst at getting 
cut off, Paul also wasn't thrilled with the idea of being anywhere near the front of the bus, and neither Rod, 
nor Kip and Reb could blame him for it. 


"I just don't know how testy he's gonna be, and if me being up there is gonna make it worse. Besides, if | start 
feeling better, he might get annoyed at just how | am." 


Rod teased. "Oh, because you won't be able to restrain yourself from making trouble? Now | see! You may be 


feeling rough, but | guess you're not feeling that bad!" 


Jokes aside, he ordered Paul and Reb to take what they had in the first aid kit for motion sickness as a 
precaution, deciding that whatever they were feeling was best stopped at pressure in the ears, tension 
through their heads, and throbbing behind the eyes. The last thing they needed was for it to begin playing on 
their stomachs, and it was just as well Rod enforced his sentiment when he did. Mere minutes before the 
medicine kicked in and Paul announced that his symptoms were letting up, he was beginning to look green 


around the gills. 


The antihistamine-driven drowsiness ended up knocking him out soon after, and he retreated to his bunk with 


everyone holding the hope that he'd sleep until they arrived and not have any more problems. 


Unfortunately for Reb, still amped and jittery from adrenaline, he was a full bundle of nerves by the time his 
dose kicked in, and rather than feeling better, the drowsy, heavy-headed feeling it gave him only made him 


more nervous. His headache grew worse as he became increasingly wound up over not feeling well. 


He'd moved with Rod and Kip to sit in the front lounge, and now they were all gathered in the forward facing 
seat, leaning sideways to see through to the front of the bus without entering the driver's compartment, in 
hopes that being oriented in the direction they were moving would help. 


The downside to the method was how leaning into the aisle made every other turn feel as though it would 
pitch them off the edge of the seat, or in Rod's case, across the floor, because he was sitting in the aisle 


next to Reb so that he had nowhere to fall. 


Reb was so nervous with the motion of the bus around the corners that he was sweating, gripping the edge 
of the seat, and shivering. They all knew by the window views that the driver was taking the twists smooth 
and tight and doing a really good job of it, but the size of the bus made it feel awkward anyway with every 
right turn that left him drifting to the left and further into the aisle. 


His reaction was almost enough to make Kip feel nervous and woozy, even though the mountain roads in 


Colorado he'd grown up with made the steep bends of the Appalachian state road feel like a cakewalk. 


"Man, all | know is l'm glad l'm used to these kinds of roads, because this would be really rough if | wasn't, he 


finally admitted as a left turn nearly knocked him into the aisle to his right. 
"| got used to these roads around here playing with the Dregs," Rod agreed. "I think the real problem is we're 


in a bus instead of a van or car. You take and add a big, awkward vehicle size, and then you also can't get as 


much airflow all the way through from opening a window." 
"That's true. | didn't even think about that part." 


"And the storm's not helping either -even if we were in a van, we wouldn't want to open a window now, unless 


we all wanted to get sprayed." 


"Also true.” Kip grinned mischievously, trying to boost their spirits. "Well, actually, that might be fun, as long 


as we didn't let it go on long enough to get in the car interior and do damage." 
Rod sighed ruefully. "It's all fun and games..." 
“until you wind up with-" 


The bus slowed suddenly down to a crawl to take a banked turn along the hillside, and Reb squeezed Rod's hand 
so tight that Rod winced. As soon as he managed to get his hand free, he put his arm around Reb and hugged 


him to his side sympathetically. 


‘Or its all fun and games until another turn disrupts the conversation and you can't get your mind off it," 


sighed Rod. 
Reb moaned. "Rod, don't -l'm fine, it's not that-" 
Kip sighed and looked Reb square in the eyes. 


"Now Reb, we've already had this talk, and more than once. First time wasn't long after we managed to sort 
our differences and get on friendly terms with each other. Quit telling everyone you're fine when you know 
you're not. It doesn't do you any favors, and it backfires when we're trying to figure out why you're acting 
strange -so if there's anything else Rod and | can do aside from getting off this road, you gotta own it and tell 


us. 


"Just hold on," said Rod, studying his road map. "We got about an hour and a half left, and we're getting closer 
to the coast; the hills are only going to get smaller at this point." 


The words went unspoken of how much longer an hour and a half on the road felt in a heavy storm with 


discomfort. 


Meanwhile, Jon was calling Tom again, under the warning from the driver that they needed to cut right to the 


chase, as storms required more frequent check-ins. 

"Any better?" 

Tom shook his head. "Worse," he murmured. "A lot worse. Unfortunately. | wish | had better news for you" 

"| have an idea," said Jon "But Im gonna have to tell you quick, and if you can pass it on." 

" Kip, | got Tom Keifer on the radio for you," called the driver from the front, breaking up the dark-humored 
attempt Kip and Reb were making to distract themselves. "Sounds pretty flustered You might want to get up 


here real quick." 


Kip furrowed his brow, raising one eyebrow and lowering the other as he got up and cautiously trotted to the 
front, making sure he had a handhold in reach at every point just in case another unexpected corner came. 


"Whatcha got going on over there, Tom?" he asked, picking up the radio phone. "Everything alright?" 


"| got a question for you, but how we're doing over here depends on who you're talking about, since there's not 
really a straight answer," said Tom wearily. "Fred's having fun like a kid on a rollercoaster. I'm fine. Eric, not so 
much. He's on the couch feeling rough. | mean, he's okay now, but he got pretty sick and we had to load him 
up on meds, which | think only half of them got into him by the time any of it kicked in. | don't think it help 


that he was hungover when we hit the road." 
"That's no good -are Rick and Jeff okay?" 


"Rick's managing. He's sitting up with the driver and looking outside, so that could be making the difference. Jeff 
got pitched out of his bunk when we got cut off, and waking up to that freaked him out." 


Kip remembered what Jon had said in Savannah about Jeff's anxiety on the bus at night and had to question 


just what drove some of the smallest, random events of life to be so cruel. 
"Oh no. He's not-2" 


"No, he didn't get hurt. The most he got was getting the wind knocked out of him, but he's having the worst 
panic attack he's had in months. | went to check on Rick and ask the driver how much further for him about 
half an hour ago, and | heard your driver talking on the radio with ours and saying that you guys are kind of 
in the same boat?" 


"Almost," said Kip. Please, dont let anyone start getting sick over here; thats gonna hurt to perform so soon 
after.. "Paul's sleeping on medicine and Reb's a little freaked out too. Why?" 


"Well, Jon just called our bus radio to check on us, because he knew what happened back with the truck that 
cut us off and wanted to see if we needed anything or if there was something he could do to fix it, and he's 
planning to have us stop at one of the emergency pull-offs on the road. Jeff's gonna go on over to their bus - 
since it doesn't ride as rough as ours, and he's hoping that getting him away from where it happened for a bit 


will break him out of the freakout mode-" 
"Distraction and escape; it's a good idea for that,” Kip agreed. 


"Yeah, and since he's doing that for him, he wanted you to know that that offer goes to you guys too; just call 
him so he knows. | don't know what'll help for what you have happening, but Reb needs to go ride with them, 
by all means. And Jon and a couple of his guys are going to change buses to make some room." Tom's tone 
shifted then. "That's another thing. | don't know how you feel about that Kip. If you don't want him riding with 
you, he'll be here on my bus, no questions asked. We'll have Rick stay up with our driver and there'll be plenty 
of room for him here. But if you guys were looking for a chance to talk, and | don't know what's going on, nor 
am | asking.. I'm telling you this instead of him because his driver is leading and having to connect the radio to 
other drivers around the state to make sure the road is open or isn't flooded further down, so we can get on 
another one soon enough if we have to. But if that's something-" 


"You know what?" Kip gazed out the windshield as his thoughts began running. "He can come over here; I'm fine 
with that as long as he's comfortable and wouldn't rather be on yours. And if you all need some more room 
with the moving around, we're taking the turns pretty rough, but our suspension is a little less rough. Paul's 
doing alright in his bunk; he's asleep and I'd rather not wake him up -it's probably best if he stays like that. If 


Eric's asleep, I'd say leave him alone, but if he's up and he wants to come over and hang out on the couch in 


our lounge, we can have him over here. Or if it's easier to move Rick over here, he's welcome with us too, and 


you know that if Paul woke up, at least they'd keep each other in good spirits." 


Tom chuckled. "Whenever we get together, they really don't stop, do they? Alright, check with Reb, let Jon 


know if he's going, and we'll figure out the rest when we get off the road." 
"Will do, Tom. Thanks for calling." Kip hung up. 


"Decide quickly, because we don't have time for any back and forth. God help us all if you can't decide on that 


any easier than deciding on food.” 


Kip dismissed the driver's impatient tone with a quick nod and got back to Reb and Rod in the front lounge, 
where they collectively decided that if Reb would switch buses at the pull-off. 


"Just getting off the bus for a moment in itself might be just the thing, because we knew this was coming, 
but now it's been going on awhile, and if you can break the cycle now, you might be feeling better by the time 


we arrive," Rod suggested. 
"Unless if you really don't want to. We're not gonna make you." 


"l'm not against going, aside from having to get up and run through the rain," Reb started, "I'll go if | can, and 
I'm not-" 


"Heyl" shouted the driver from the front. "The emergency pull-off's right ahead, we might still be hanging 
over into the lane, so if you're switching rides, be ready to move as soon as the brake's on! And if you hadn't 


figured it out already, its raining, so the quicker you can go and the less water we can get tracked onboard, 


the better." 
"-But are you guys sure l'm allowed to do that?" 


Reb's nervous expression, coupled with his agreement to move earlier said enough that he had no problem 


changing buses other than being shy over going on his own when it came down to actually doing it. 


Before Kip could question going with him and missing his chance to talk with Jon in doing so, Rod -possibly the 
most beautiful human being to him in that moment -grabbed his rain jacket and Reb's, stood up, and passed 


Reb his while taking his hand. 


"lIl go with you. Put that on," he ordered. "No discussion; we're going together, right now! Kip, if Paul wakes up 
feeling better and starts giving you a hard time, you tell him | said to behave before | tell him a thing or two!" 


Kip laughed weakly, and even Reb had a short-lived laugh at Rod's mock frustration before the bus swerved 
into the pull-off and startled him again 


"No, then I'll be worried that Rick might actually be sick if he's not keeping him too busy to do that!" 


The emergency pull-off shoulder they'd gotten into was conveniently longer than most others they'd passed, 
which would have barely fit two buses at best. This one was able to accommodate all three, with just the tail 
of the third having to hang slightly over the line into the lane. There was enough room for the average car to 
pass; however, the sheer size of the buses along the narrow road was intimidating to any average driver 
passing, and it was going to be especially tight and dangerous running between buses. They would still need to 
make it fast as the drivers had warned. 


Rod peaked out the open bus door, and Reb stood on the steps behind him while Kip ran up to watch out the 
front window next to the driver. Because they were the last in the line of buses, he could see everything 


unfold as everyone began running between buses at once through the torrent of rain 
It was chaos. Pure chaos. 
"Reb, we have all clear around the bend right now. Quick!" 


Kip watched as Rod and Reb suddenly appeared in front of the bus, running awkwardly while turned sideways 
against Cinderella's bus in an attempt to stay behind the white line marking the lane. They paused between the 
buses to check over their shoulders for any emerging cars before running down the length of Bon Jovi's bus 
in front and up the steps, and just behind them, Tom emerged from his bus hugging Jeff LaBar to his side and 
looking much less concerned with staying out of the lane as just getting it over with quickly while there 
weren't cars coming. They both had to jump back as Alec and Richie sprang out the door and went barreling 
down the middle of road lane in the opposite direction, throwing all caution over cars to the wind before 


disappearing onto Cinderella's bus just as fast as they'd left their own. 


Though it was hard to get a look at Jeff with how his raincoat nearly swallowed his small frame, which was 
just as well to minimize his embarrassment in the ordeal, the way he stumbled along beside Tom told Kip that 
his legs were shaking hard enough to give out if he didn't focus on keeping his knees braced. And if there was 
one thing Kip decided he had to love Jon Bon Jovi for -regardless of whether they had true feelings for each 
other, or never had and never would have with or without the existence of a history -this was it. He was 
willing to deal with his driver being angry with him for making them pull over and stop traffic, and willing to 
leave his own certainly-more-comfortable bus in the middle of a torrential downpour to try and give poor Jeff 
whatever level of comfort was achievable until their trip was over. And he'd extended the offer to Reb, who 
despite being uncomfortable, could have managed to ride it out if it had come down to that. Try as he might 
to stop it, or to conceal it to the outside world, Kip knew better than to deny to himself what had managed to 
get ahold of his heartstrings. 


By the time Tom got up the steps with Jeff onto Jon's bus, Jeff was white as a sheet, on the verge of tears, 
and when Tom suddenly disappeared from his side to run back to his own bus, he looked more lost and 


disoriented than ever. 


"Oh, Jeff, you're not feeling good at all" Once Jeff was out of his rain jacket, the shivering and hyperventilation 


wracking his body was on full display. Jon put his hands on his shoulders and leaned down to get a look at his 
dull eyes and grey cheeks. He was feverish from sustained panic. 


Jeff shook his head and lowered it to hide. "l'm sorry...” 


"Don't even apologize for what's out of our control. We're just gonna camp you out in the back with the other 
guys and close the windows and roll with it as best as we can The couch is already folded out so there's 


plenty of room from the edge, and you all can just hang out and take it easy." 


"We covered those couches up with some spare sheets just now too, so you don't need to worry about 


catching anything,” Tico deadpanned. 


"Here's a rare one; the TV in our back lounge actually works -no, I'm joking; | know that was bad luck that it 
doesn't work at all on your bus, Jeff -but if you want to raid our storage bin under the couch and put a 
movie in as a distraction, you can. Jon, | got him. I'll hang with him back there and make sure he's alright," said 
David, coming up beside Jeff upon returning from getting Reb and Rod settled. "Come on, we got Rod and Reb 
too, itll be fun. We'll keep you good and distracted" 


Tico groaned. "In other words, we'll have to peel you guys off the ceiling when we arrive because it's gonna be 
a madhouse. Jeff, by the time we arrive, the only reason you're gonna have chest pains will be because they 


won't give you a break from laughing." 


"The driver says we've got a little over an hour left; it could get rough, but we're halfway there -and with 


the way we're feeling, that puts a whole different meaning on ‘Living on a Prayer’ too! | got him, Jon" 


Jeff managed to crack a weak smile at David's dig to turn Jon's "Hell on Wheels" pun back around on Bon Jovi, 
before disappearing to the lounge with him. 


Back on Kip's bus, Kip was still watching it unfold from the front window. He watched Tom sprint back off Jon's 
bus the moment he'd dropped Jeff off, and almost laughed at how ridiculous Tom looked trying to leap over 
the potholes filled with water off the side of the road. His long, lanky legs caused his knee-length raincoat to 
kick out at the bottom as his heels went up, and he might as well have been in one of his wild stage costumes 


for how it looked. 

But, funny appearance aside, he was fast enough to stick himself between the back of Jon's bus and the front 
of his own at the last second to dodge a passing car, before he swiftly jumped back inside his own and 
emerged seconds after with Rick to come his way. 

Kip abandoned his vantage point then to meet them at the door. 


"You good?" he asked. 


‘lm doing great compared to everyone else, but | think we'll all be happy when we get there," said Rick. 


"You, me, and everyone else," Kip agreed. He and Rick turned to crack up at Tom, who was running in place 
down by the bus door on the pavement with water splashing up around his boots. 


Rick teased. "Excited to get somewhere, Tom?" 


"Out of the path of cars and out of the rain!" Tom hopped up on the lower step of the bus for partial shelter, 
just as another car rushed past and sprayed his back with water. "Damn it, that too! And to get back on taking 
care of Eric -he didn't feel like moving and the rain was a real turnoff for him, but thanks for offering to let 


him come. And thanks for having Rick, Kip; you're awesome." 
Kip feigned an incredulous look. 


"You're not so bad yourself, Tom," he joked. "No, Rod and Reb both left, so its only fair | have someone over 


here to balance it out." 
Tom just nodded and ran back down the steps and back onto his bus. 


‘Our driver's real pissy over pulling off the road after all the drama," explained Rick. "Hence why Tom's feet 


are on fire and the wet road isn't enough to put ‘em out!" 


"I had the feeling." Kip smirked. "Ours is too, and we have our tail out in traffic. Anyway, you can make 
yourself at home in the back. We have the first aid kit and everything basic laid out on top of the cooler 
under the microwave of you need anything, and there's water in the cooler too. Anything else, by all means - 


just ask. If Paul wakes up feeling better, he'll probably join you." 
"He won't be bored if he does." Rick grinned sinisterly. 


Kip held his hands up and closed his eyes. "Hey, as long as you don't set the bus on fire, I'm not gonna try to 


stop you all from whatever trouble you get into." 


With that, Paul was in his bunk, Rick was shut in the back lounge, and the driver was once again deaf and blind 
to anything aside from getting out of the pulloff as soon as they could. That left Kip on his own up front, just 
as Jon finally climbed aboard. 


"About time!" shouted the driver before closing the door. He took off behind the other buses so quickly that 
Jon had to grab hold of the doorway to keep from careening across the aisle before he could take a seat next 


to Kip. 


"Whoa!" Kip leaned toward the aisle and reached his hand out for Jon to take for stability as he let go of the 
doorway and crossed the remaining space to the open seat. "Thanks for having Reb over there. He'd have been 


alright, but he'll probably be better distracted now, so we all appreciate that" 


‘It was only fair if | was gonna do it for Jeff that | offered it to you guys too," Jon insisted, settling in next to 
Kip. "ld have asked them to build more travel-time into the itinerary if | knew all that was going to happen -l 
just didn't argue when they said going by the back road would take off nearly two hours travel-time." 


"No, | get it. When you have this many nights back-to-back, you want travel time down to a minimum just so 
you get a couple of hours without everyone asleep or runing around trying to get stuff done," assured Kip. 


"And we didn't know it was gonna rain or that we would have someone aggressive-" 


The bus took another tight curve, and Kip started to fall sideways, but felt resistance at his side as he and 
Jon both came to the realization they hadn't let go of each other's hands since Jon had sat down 


"Well, | guess thats one way to deal with the twists too," said Jon as a blush came to his face. "At least we 


can't be far from where we hook up with ZIl to roll into town with as long as we've been on" 


"We made it this far; something tells me we'll be fine the rest of the way -for a number of reasons." Kip sat 
back, watching out the side window as a break in the trees came along the road, indicating they were nearing 
the entrance to the stretch of interstate to hook them around to the last stretch of state road they would 


have to cover. 


Black, wicked-looking storm clouds lined the roadside, stretching over hilly fields that still had some jagged rock 
formations the road had to be built around rather than over, but just underneath the dark sky along the 
horizon, a faint glow of sunlight was showing. "We're halfway there, and the hardest part's behind us." He 
pointed out the window, then to where Rod had last marked the map before he'd left with Reb, which indeed 
showed them getting close to the home stretch. 


Neither made a remark about it when they squeezed hands extra tightly and leaned together to brace each 
other when they rounded the sharp, clover-leaf ramp onto I-14. It would be sharper than any of the much 
looser turns on State road 2Il, but at that point, they knew they would still be holding on when they reached 
those too. 


And when they finally pulled into Fayetteville and parked, ending their grueling cross-state journey, and when 
Rick came through the front of the bus to exit with Paul, who was awake and feeling himself again, the two 
were greeted with the sight of Kip and Jon deep enough in conversation to not notice that the bus had parked. 


The last half hour of the trip had been a smooth ride with no sharp or sudden turns, but the two were still 
holding hands, and to Paul's eye, they were sitting very close to each other. Comfortably close. Not leaning 
together, but with no visible space between their bodies. 


Pleased with the sight, he smiled, shared a shrug with Rick, and motioned for the other keyboardist to follow 
him off the bus, leaving Jon and Kip to themselves. 


I. Road of Rages, Can't Stay Rolling 


Author's Notes: 

Broke the trend of using the featured band's lyrics for chapter titles for a reason here! The fun on the road 
continues. This time, it's through my hometown -l'm allowed to rag on it! And | really wish the featured road 
wasn't the main vessel, because | hate 64 too. The tunnel is pain, drivers on it are jerks, and | have family 
from Colorado to confirm outside perspective on stupid drivers in Virginia with their rubbernecking .who are 
keeping Jon and Kip from having vital time together here for maintaining their good progress! Three years, | 
have been dying to use a portion of parody lyrics | made while stuck on the bridge -this was it. From this 
point out until the last couple of chapters where the guys are circling around New England (according to what 
used to be on the tour date archive site), | still don't have much outline re-established since losing documents, 
but | did want to narrow down what possibilities to play with before moving this chapter forward, which are 


quite a few since they'll be near some of their hometowns. 


The bus crawled up a slowly-forming car length before it at the very start of the seemingly-endless stretch 
of concrete balanced atop its truss. Out the side windows of the bus, the opposite direction was facilitating 
heavy traffic, but seemed to be doing much better by comparison. The waters of the James River lapped at 
the posts supporting the span. 


Said span was only three and a half miles, and a tunnel broke it up at some point. Though after an hour-long 
crawl through the five-mile backup leading up to the actual crossing, what lay ahead felt endless at just the 


beginning. 


Sun beat down directly on the bus from overhead, warming the concrete so it radiated back up around each 
vehicle. Undeterred by any trees, it heated up anything standing still to a temperature just hot enough to be 
slightly uncomfortable. 


And as the bus continued to slowly crawl along with each car length that opened, Jon, Richie, and Lemma found 
themselves creeping to the front of the bus to sit up front with the driver, unable to take the torturous 
sight of the Eastbound traffic moving uninhibited from the side window any longer. 


"Man, if we couldn't have run back and forth across this thing twice -while carrying Lernma's practice 
keyboard," complained Richie, standing next to the open side window where a humid, coastal breeze blew in off 


the water. 
"Oh, | don't doubt you boys could have if you went as hard as you do onstage." As traffic settled to a stop 
again, the driver put on the brake and sat back, crossing his arms over his chest with a sigh while watching 


and waiting for the two-lane sea of brake lights ahead to go dark. 


"What road is this again?" asked Jon. "What road are we on right now?" 


"64," called Tico from the front lounge. 
"Interstate 64, Westbound" The driver clarified for them all. 
Jon groaned. "I-64; more like l-hate-b4" 


Traveling to Richmond was taking far too long. The distance from the hotel was approximately a hundred miles, 
with a speed limit at 60 for a good portion of the trip. It should have only taken two hours at the most, but 
between coming back through Virginia Beach and Norfolk, and currently attempting to cross to Hampton by the 
Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel, they'd faced enough traffic to take up nearly that much time. They still had 
fifty miles from Hampton to Richmond on the other side of the crossing, not counting the distance once they 
reached the city. Considering that and averaging out the speed limits, they had roughly another hour and a 
half to go. If they were to get up to speed right where they stood in traffic and stayed up to speed the rest 
of the trip. 


For sure, that ‘if was not happening. The bridge looked like a parking lot from the elevated view of the buses. 


Since their bus ride to Fayetteville, Jon and Kip had no downtime in the convoluted path from Fayetteville to 
Hampton, and the circling around Hampton Roads. They'd called each other in their rooms in Virginia Beach with 
the hope of having some time before the show in Richmond, seeing that the drive was a straightforward path. 


Of course, they'd both forgotten with the rush to get ready after arriving late to soundcheck in Hampton that 
traffic would easily double the length of the trip. While yesterday hadn't been as bad, they'd gotten a strong 
enough taste of the notorious "HRBT" and its backups to have anticipated it, if they'd been thinking about 
where they'd be traveling rather than each other. 


Jon hoped that was a good sign. He hoped that being able to forget why they'd been late to soundcheck and 
the possibility of it happening again while talking to each other counted for something good. Because something 
had to be the silver lining of the misery they were stuck in 

"This traffic is pathetic." 


"Jon, you're complaining about the traffic here?” The driver looked over to him incredulously. "When you're in 


New Jersey and have all the traffic in your corridor coming from Manhattan? | ain't buyin’ it” 


"Except this isn't like that. There isn't an excuse for it here like there is up there. We're past the bottleneck 


now, so there's no reason to be crawling like this anymore. They're slowing down over stupid stuff!" 
"Okay, | gotta give you that. Some of what I've been seeing is pretty stupid” 


"Like when someone does something stupid, and everyone else two lanes over has to hit the brakes so they 
can go-" David bugged his eyes out, clapped his hands to his cheeks, bent his knees so that he shrank down 


nearly a full foot, and drew in a loud, dramatic gasp. "Did they just do what | think | saw them do? They DID! 
Look what they just did! Did you SEE what they DID?! | cannot believe what they did!" 


Richie, Jon, and the driver had a collective laugh, and a soft chuckle rang behind them from Tico in the lounge. 


Jon sighed after giving an impatient bounce in the passenger chair. "It's called rubbernecking, if you ask mid- 


westerners, supposedly.” 


"What, like you've been rubbernecking out the window of the bus at your Midwestern crush, Jon?" Richie 


teased. "He's probably familiar with that term." 


Indeed, Jon had been looking out the window earlier, and he had gotten a view of the Winger bus while he was 
looking. They were in the right lane, and he had been watching while his driver and Cinderella's driver were 

trying to create a gap for the bus to merge back into the two through-lanes after they'd been cut off from 
getting back in after crossing the inspection station scales. When the driver was trying to gauge whether he'd 


pulled forward far enough, Jon was reporting back from the window. 


It took awhile, because greedy drivers kept jumping into any gaps ahead of them with their cars, taking the 


space before it was large enough to accommodate a bus. 


Come on, guys, let them over, Jon had silently willed as they intermittently shifted up, bumper to bumper, 
trying to open up a new space without another car taking it, and watching as the exit the right lane terminated 
in got closer. You guys are being jerks. 


But in addition to the drivers who kept jumping in the gaps, no other cars in the left two lanes were really 
keen on letting a bus in. The left two lanes were already excessively backed up from everyone having to stop 
to let people riding the disappearing right lane up back in. Unlike the bus, they didn't have the reason of having 
to go through the inspection lane though. They were just people who couldn't be bothered to wait in line, and 


made the line longer for everyone else because of it. 


The struggle to merge a bus over continued for nearly a mile leading up to the bridge, right up to the exit 
itself, and the bus drivers collectively got into a honking match with surrounding cars to finally get the bus 
merged in rather than forced down the exit or illegally into the shoulder lane, which wasn't wide enough for a 


bus anyway. 


While Jon hadn't seen Kip through the ordeal, and while it wasn't his main goal for looking out the window, he 
had hoped deep down to see Kip looking out the window of his bus too. 


"What do they call the ‘Jersey Slide’ in the Hampton Roads area of Virginia?" asked Jon, thinking of sudden 
lane-shifting in the opposite direction bouncing off his previous thought. "Because they did an awful lot of that 
on the way through Virginia Beach and Norfolk too." 


"Find someone who lives around here and ask'em," Alec muttered as he came into the lounge and joined the 


conversation. "Someone in Richmond tonight could probably tell you." 


‘I've heard it called the ‘Norfolk Slalom’ by a few guys in the fleet," offered the driver. "None of them are 
locals though, so | wouldn't bet on it being what they actually call it around here." 


"How about we call it ‘oh, dear, I'm about to miss my exit and I'm too much of an asshole to take the next one 
and get back on to catch it from the other side'l" Richie did his old lady impression, complete with a gasp and a 
clap of his hands to his cheeks along with the raspy falsetto, playing off David's earlier impression. "So | have 
to cut off every lane to the right of me!" 


"That's just about it," agreed the driver, "at least in terms of why." 


"Or how about "I HAD to get around the bus even though there wasn't proper time to get back in the right 
lane before the exit -l just HAD tol" 


"And thatd be just about every time the other wasn't the case. They'll probably complain about the ungodly 
amount of patience it takes to be stuck behind a bus, they oughta know how much patience it takes having to 
put up with them. Especially when they cut off a vehicle that needs more distance to stop!" 


"Hey, at least there's two lanes here -three back there even -and they weren't driving into oncoming traffic 


like the other day," Jon tried. "That was bad" 


“That was bad," agreed Tico, now standing in the passageway between the front lounge and the driver's 


compartment. He nodded in unison with the driver, who didn't even bother to voice it. 


"You think? You oughta have heard the rant Tom went on after we moved around and got going again over 
what he had to clean up." Richie started laughing. "He was slamming the stuff that got knocked out of his 
suitcase back in like he was trying to murder it! Don't know what his shower kit and his clothes ever did to 
him." 

"| don't blame him when he already packed those once that morning and had to pack them again, especially 


when we left that early-" 


"Now Tico, you can't complain about getting up early to me," warned the driver, though he had a hint of a 
laugh in his voice as he crawled forward into the minuscule car length that opened before them. "| was up two 
hours before you guys got your wakeup calls, and | know you didn't come bounding up out of bed the second 


you got it.” 


“That's true, and you know we appreciate you for it, every night and every day," ceded Tico. "But with Tom -l 
don't know what happened with Reb; he looked pretty rough when Rod brought him on, but he was actually 
pretty funny once he got his bearings. But Lemma and | just about had to sit on Jeff before he settled down, 
and that wasn't until pretty close to when we arrived. Lord knows what Tom dealt with before we got him 


over here." 


"More than enough, and that's why we stopped. And Kip said their driver blew a fuse -understandably so -but 
that was just bad" 


"| dunno, Jon." Ritchie grinned devilishly. "It didn't seem like it was such a bad thing for you. Almost seemed like 
you wished you had Kip along for the ride here yesterday. Wouldn't be surprised if you do today." 


"Richie, if you're asking me to confirm or deny that, | won't. Stop digging.’ 
"Aw, come on, admit it. You weren't thinking of that before it happened, but now you are." 
"Or maybe he wishes he could pull that phone again," David added. 


‘Lemma.." Jon tried to sound serious, pitching his voice low and slowly rising in tone, but he couldn't help it, and 
his resolve broke. "Come on, Lemma; | thought we had a talk about this. Not you too!" 


"Maybe you should ask, Jonny. No need to check updates on what's ahead of us; we can see it from herel!" 

The driver sat back again with a huff as traffic went back to a stop. "Yeah, now you all want to use the phone 
and switch buses mid-ride just because you know it's possible to do and that it's been done before. | let you 
boys open Pandora's box, didn't |?" 


"Yeah, you did, and everyone's ‘digging’ in it," quipped David 


"Especially Jon," Richie insisted, visibly and audibly enjoying himself far too much. "He's digging like a dog alone in 
the yard with no one to stop him!" 


Jon pitched forward, slamming his face down in his hands to shake his head. Sometimes he could swear that 
with the jokesters Richie and David were together, he practically needed to follow the Miranda warning with 
them. Anything he said could -and surely would -be twisted into a joke to harass him with whenever they saw 
fit. 


"Come on, guys; we're not stopping. There's no room anywhere to pull over on the bridge anyway." 


The rest of them all cracked up, even the driver when he saw he'd successfully teased Jon into looking bashful 
over it, and then Richie held his finger up in thought. 


"You know, traffic's moving so slow, you could practically do it again, right here in our lane." 


Jon sighed. "No, | don't think that'd be a good idea-" 


"NO." The driver spoke so forcefully that all traces of laughter disappeared from the atmosphere and it shut 
down any further thought of it. 


"They patrol this tunnel way too well for that. Unless you boys and everyone on the other buses want to pick 


up extra fees from the bus company because you got us fined on traffic violation-" 
"No, l'm not doing that to Tom, or Kip for that matter." 
"You won't do it to Kip -of course not,” said David. You're on his good side. You don't wanna lose that again." 


"| don't want that either, but in general, | don't want them to deal with it" Now Jon was visibly pink in the 
cheeks, and too suddenly to blame it on the sun's heat blazing through the windshield. 


"You know, it's not like it would make much difference, but I'd rather save the fine for cleanup after a hotel 
party or something of the like if we're going to be fined for anything," said Alec, "and | think all of us would 


say the same." 


He pushed his way forward, causing Tico to shove up further behind Richie and David around the back of the 
passenger chair, and that finally prompted the driver to take his eyes off the traffic for a second to look 


over. 


"Hey! What, now | got all five of you up here? Oh, jeez." he groaned. "You guys better tone it down, or I'm 
gonna put everyone out of my wheelhouse. Too many distractions. | shouldn't have this many of you up here 
for the number of times it's happened anyway. I'll bend the regulations that aren't too obvious from outside 


the bus, but if you scream, you're out!" 

Richie and David collectively tried to imitate Jon's high line at the end of "Runaway" right then and there at 
that remark, prompting Jon, Alec, and Tico to crack up -until the driver put the bus in park right in the middle 
of the lane, not that they were falling far behind for it, and stood up to come at them. Then they all realized 


he was serious, and Tico and Alec bailed for the lounge without a fight. 


"Now you've done it!" Jon grinned tiredly and pulled Richie and David along with him before the driver could get 


too far from his seat. 
"Out! Now! No argument. Out! Don't say | didn't warn you boys." 
"You did, more than once." Jon assured him that he was plenty aware. "Come on, guys. Out." 


Seeing that they were well onto the bridge and the tension of merging had cleared from the air, Kip decided to 
go up to the front just to get a look at how much backup there still was ahead. 


"Are we finally starting to move?" he asked the driver. 


"Traffic ahead seems to not have as many brake lights, so hopefully. Still is going way under the speed limit, 
but we'll take any movement we can get. It didn't help that we had to go through the inspection lane.” 


"Well, we suspected that might happen. Usually does." Kip sighed. "At least it's not a full inspection where they 


make us park and stop." 

"That's because they still had the height on the log from yesterday, though they still could have pulled us.” 
"Guess they took pity since it gave us a fit trying to get back on into traffic yesterday." Taking a final look at 
the standstill traffic he could make out around the back of the bus in front of their view, Kip turned around 
and made his way back through the bus, deciding that the chances of Jon being able to get to him tonight 
were pretty much down to none. He needed no explanation 

"Well, what do we have in front of us?" asked Rod. "It feels better than it did, but we're still not going far. 
"IFs still looking pretty claustrophobic. We're just moving a little more than we were." 

"How much longer do you think we're gonna be stuck here?" 

"If it does that thing it did yesterday where everyone finally got going halfway across, five minutes," said Kip. 
"But if we keep crawling with the stack we've got in front of us, like there's something actually going on up 


there on the other end, then we'll be thankful to be off in twenty.’ 


"Well, | think we can all get real comfortable with the idea of another rushed soundcheck," Reb grumbled, "since 


| can tell thats where we're headed." 
"And an overheated bus," Paul complained. 
"Yeah, and what is that all about anyway? This is late April in Virginia. This can't possibly be normal!" 


‘Oh, yes it can," said Rod. "Maybe not inland, but on the coast it can be. And humid. Be glad we were playing 
inside last night" 


"At least they have a good radio station" Paul pointed to the radio on the shelf over the couch. "The disc 
jockey talking between the songs has a real good sense of humor, and by that | mean screwed up, so that 
makes it half-bearable. He even made a joke about the ‘traffic backed up over the Willoughby Bay bridge 
leading up to the HRBT' -wouldn't you know we were just there half an hour ago?" 


"And that we've barely made it over two miles from there?" asked Reb. He paused and pointed at the radio as 
the opening of "Rock of Ages" by Def Leppard began to play on the radio, clanking out the base rhythm on the 


cowbell. 


"You know, all you have to do is adjust some words and we could have a rant over all this road rage right 


here!" 

"Road of Rages!" exclaimed Kip, pointing back at Reb. 
"And ‘| hate b4 too!" 

"Even better!" 


‘Sometimes, | don't know where you guys get it from." Rod just grinned up from the couch. “All | know is I'm 


glad for the entertainment at times like these." 
"Come on, get in on it with me; ‘| hate 64'!" Reb took the lead as the first ‘| want rock and roll break came up. 


"What road we're on?" he called out, pointing over at Paul, who repeated it, before they all got to shouting out 
their dislike for the interstate number. 


Paul got a mischievous look. "Wait, are you just doing the chorus, or-" 


Reb held up a finger and lowered his eyebrows with contempt, and that was all they needed to know he'd 
thought it out for at least one verse. "Just wait." 


"Oh, great!" 


As Reb whispered the chorus lyrics to Paul, Kip shared a knowing look with Rod that said everything. Get a 


good breath of air now, ‘cause we're gonna be knocked out after this if we know any better. 


"Oh boy, here we go," said Rod as he saw Paul strike a pose as Joe Elliott gave his scream of ‘oh, yeah, yeah! 


leading into the chorus. 

‘Road of rages! Road of rages! Can't keep rolling! Still not rolling." 

"You know, we don't even need the brake slam to get whiplash with how hard we're head-banging to this 
today," Rod cracked as he joined Paul and Reb in head-banging to the beat to imitate the music video of the 
original song. 

"Hey, better this than that," Reb protested in the break before going all out on his own on the verse. 

‘lm burnin’, burnin’, got brake light fever. | know for SURE, some horn's gonna blow!" 

Kip lost it then, flopping back on the couch and wheezing as he cracked up. It didn't help that Reb had wildly 


gestured with his emphasis to imitate road-raged drivers reaching up for their rear-view mirrors to flip 


middle-finger salutes to other drivers. 


"l see there's a car length tryin fo form." Reb had the most pained look in his eyes as he held back from 


laughing so he could continue singing. 


"Hey, we're moving!" Rod's was verging on stir-crazed hysterics, and steady movement along with the hilarity 


was all but enough to make him lose it. "We're in the entry of the tunnel and we've actually started moving!" 


"get me one inch up the road!" Reb nodded his acknowledgement and pointed to Paul to sing the trade-off and 
backups with him. 


"What Road were on?" chanted Paul. 

"What Road were on?" 

"l hate 64!" Reb and Paul chanted together. They were immediately answered by Joe Elliotts interjection of yes 
| do! from the radio, which fit so well that they laughed too hard to add ‘crawl down b4 as they had the first 
time before going into the guitar solo. During which the bus finally hit a spritely 30 miles per hour as they 
began the climb from the bottom of the tunnel. 


By the time the bus came out onto the shorter segment of the bridge after the tunnel, they were chanting 
the chorus and pumping fists in the air as if to finally cheer the bus on toward a full speed of 55. 


Road of rages! Road of rages! Cant keep rolling! Still not rolling." 


"We got a stand-stil, at the funnel, and if you're stuck here.."Reb motioned to Kip, who was just barely able to 
pull it together to do the raspy power scream with him. 


"and if youre still here, say yeah! Say yeah!" 

"We're gonna burn this damn bridge down!" Reb sang with resolution, just as the bus passed the threshold from 
the raised concrete truss of the Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel back onto pavement with solid ground 
underneath. That effectively incapacitated Kip from speaking any of his thoughts right away as he collapsed 
with laughter, taken off-guard. 


Paul stared at Reb with a crazed look of shock and amusement. 


"Reb, | think that's the most malicious set of lyrics you've made up that wasn't aimed at some person that did 


you or one of us wrong!" 
"| don't know, Paul, if you ask Kip, maybe it did!" 


"Stop; stop!" Kip wiped his eyes and slapped the seat beside him. "Ugh, l'm crying. Reb, you're gonna kill me. Now 
| know how Rod felt the other week when you got him going, Paul." 


"Do you feel better now?" teased Rod. "What was it, ‘therapeutic laughter’ that Paul was calling it?" 
‘Is that it?" Reb stood beside the couch looking plenty impressed with himself. 


"Give me a moment to recover from the stitches you just put in my side, then wait until we arrive in 


Richmond, and I'll feel fantastic! A couple of nights off in Hershey, and even better." 
"Yeah, this was pretty opportune timing, wasn't it?" joked Paul. 


"What?" asked Kip, playing along. "Last of five consecutive nights, all feeling it, limited time, cooped up on a hot 


bus, and a seemingly short ride.." 


"Direct does not equal fastest in some areas, that is for sure." Rod opened the exterior vent along the lower 
rim of the window in hopes of getting some airflow in now that they were up to a speed that would make it 
possible to get it. 


"Whoever in management got a hotel for everyone in Virginia Beach after last night and put us on the other 


side of that tunnel so we had to go through it again." Reb left his threat unfinished. 


Its not the end of the world,” Kip murmured flatly, more than anything else to keep himself from getting 


annoyed at it when there was no worthy point in it. 


Tonight was the twenty-second of the month, and they didn't have another performance afterward until the 
twenty-fifth in Hershey. If tonight couldn't work, they had plenty of opportunity ahead. It was only unfortunate 
with only two weeks left and would have to place bets on phone calls working out again. More specifically, Kip 
would have to hope Jon wouldn't forget, and with as much time as they'd had now, he wasn't quite sure how 


he'd respond if it went badly again 


But unlike forgotten phone calls, the tour itinerary wasn't in Jon's control -no more than it was in his own. And 


neither was traffic. 


"I's a damn good thing we had the crews staying up there with the gear last night,” insisted Reb, and the 
playfulness had faded to reveal the typical pre-show nerves in his eyes. "We're the first ones who have to be 
ready to go, and we're already going to be way late to soundcheck, considering there's no way we're getting 


from just off the bridge into Hampton to Richmond in under half an hour." 


‘I'd say we'd just go take a nap in our bunks and give up having one when we get there, but | don't see myself 


falling asleep now," said Kip. 
Reb shook his head. He was in the same boat. 


"What we just did is as good as I'm gonna get for getting out the nerves. Too bad it wasn't closer to where 


we're going." 


"Well, again, at least we're actually moving." Rod sat back down. 


From where he knelt on the couch to watch out the window, and catch the draft coming in, Paul picked up 


Reb's earlier roadway-bashing and mocked an overzealous wave out the window. 
"Goodbye, HRBTI! Happy to say we won't be seeing you again for months!" 


After getting back up to speed, anticipating the next turn of the road they'd need to take, the driver shifted 
into the left lane with a clearing, suggesting that the other buses should eventually follow when they found 
the way clear. They didn't want a fight over merging again in Richmond traffic, or while passing by more 
military bases in Williamsburg. And unfortunately, the delay at the tunnel had set them up to pass both Fort 


Eustis and Camp Peary at peak hour for departure of daily personnel, which would mean more slow-downs. 
All for nothing. When they'd come off the bridge, Jon saw a few cop cars dealing with the remains of an 
accident before a long backup on the Eastbound lanes. The entire backup had been Westbound traffic slowing 


down to rubberneck at what was happening on the other side, and nothing else. 


"Damn it. All that sitting in traffic made the bus hot." Situating himself with a hard flounce down on the couch, 


Jon fanned himself aggressively with his itinerary notebook. 
"Sure there's not something else you're hot and bothered over?" David spoke in a slowly rising tone. 


"Lemma, shut your trap." Now that he wasn't struggling with Kip, his bandmates had traitorously denied him 
any mercy in whatever they had going together. 


And he had to be stuck on a bus with them and their lack of having nothing better to do than teasing. For 


almost two hours extra because of stupid rubbernecking! 

"Hey, the air vents aren't working," said Richie, suddenly looking up with a mischievous grin. The fact he was 
smiling alone would have been a sign enough to tip Jon off, had his mind been on a steady track. But today, it 
wasn't, and he did not find it one bit funny. Rather, he found it the exact opposite. And between the 
exasperation of heat and his patience having already been worn through with their traffic jam, he snapped. 
"What?! Richie, you'd better be fucking joking, and if you're not-!" 

"Now that would be a problem," agreed Tico, grinning because he did know better. 


"You're kidding me." 


Richie held his hands up, slightly taken aback, but unable to keep from laughing at Jon's high-strung reaction 


‘Lam, | am. Don't worry, | am." 
"You're kidding me," Jon insisted. "You're kidding me!" 


"| am; it was a joke. It's working fine." Richie put a sheet of paper in front of the vent under the window so 


that they could see the air flow move it. "See?" 
"Richie, you are full of it today." 


David got up next to Richie. "Jon, you ought to come over here if you're so hot and bothered so you can 
actually get next to it and cool off" He looked out the window and sprang a viciously shit-eating grin that 
removed any doubt that he was playing with his next words. 


"Or, you can rubberneck out the window, but | don't think it will help too much. But maybe it will." 


"Now youre kidding me," said Jon. But he looked out the window, and sure enough, Kip was in the window of the 
bus next to theirs, looking out along the side with Reb, probably attempting to figure out where they were in 
traffic and see if Cinderella's bus had managed to get left in the traffic flow yet. 


Whether it was the result of being purely stir-crazy and amped up, or whatever else Jon couldn't think of, 
when he saw Kip look in his direction and saw his face light up when he realized he was there, he started 


laughing. 


Richie and David then decided to feign a complete freakout, getting in the windows on either side of Jon and 
slapping their hands against the glass above their heads and clawing down the panes with their faces mashed 
into the surface. Until Jon reached over, pulled them back with one hand and dropped the shades on either side 
of the pane he was standing before with the other. He then turned back to Kip with an exaggerated sigh that 


heaved his shoulders and a grin of submission to his bandmates’ antics. 
What do you even do with this? 


All Kip had been able to see was Jon surrounded by his bandmates all up in the window with faces mocking 
prisoners desperate for escape and quick glances toward Jon suggesting he was the evil being holding them 
hostage, before the shades dropped. 


There was the briefest of moments for Jon to catch Kip's signature quizzical look -one eyebrow up, the other 
angled down, and his mouth in a half-smirk -before he lost it and started laughing too. Just when Kip would 
start to settle down, Jon would go off again and set him off too, and neither could keep a straight enough face 
to mouth anything readable to each other. 


When Kip shook his head, clapped his hand over his face, and leaned against the window at Jor's pitiful attempt, 
Jon lifted a weak hand up to point at Kip through the window, and as soon as he saw Kip look up to see it, he 


ran from the window, because he couldn't take it any longer. 


Not that he could really escape, because when he turned around, he met Richie and David laughing right in his 
face, pointing at him! 


"Aw, man, you guys aren't ever gonna let this go away," Jon groaned. "With the way you guys are acting, | can 


tell you're not letting me live it down" 


"With the way you're acting right now, if you forget to call Kip when we split in May, it's gonna hang over 
your head as long as the rest of us are living, Jonny!" 


"Jon, | got someone on the phone up here for you," called the driver. "The rest of you are still out, and you'd 


all better stay out. Don't make me pull us over!" 


Whether it was to spite the driver, harass Jon, or both, his bandmates chased him right up to the threshold 


of the driver's compartment. 


"Aw, come on," Jon groaned through laughter as he made his way through. "You guys are even going to dig in 


my phone calls?" 


"Come on, guys." Tico finally took some pity on him. "Let's at least sit on the couch instead of standing in the 
doorway so that he has some sense of phone privacy -as much as possible at least. You can't complain that 


we're still in the front lounge, Jon; there's no such thing as privacy on a bus!" 


When the phones connected, Kip could tell Jon was still laughing, because he could hear the muffled sound of 
Richie and Lemma teasing him in the background -from the front lounge where they were technically outside 
the driver's compartment -and tremors in his breathing and speech. Not to mention that Jon could only 
manage a one-word question, and why did he sound so innocent and naughty all at the same time, and for that 
matter, why was that so endearing? 


"Hershey?" 

"I think that's what we'll have to do. Because we're definitely not getting off as soon as we hoped." 

"Hell, no." Jon sighed as he regained himself, unable to shake a flutter in his chest at the way Kip's flat voice 
shook with suppressed laughter on ‘definitely. "Aw, man, help me. Any time in particular, or are we just going 


to try and find each other?" 


"We're driving overnight, so | guess we can adjust if we need to based on how late we arrive. Does 3:00 work 


as a starting point?" 


"Yeah," he said. "We'll aim for that and figure it out." 


And for all the heckling he knew still lay ahead, and knowing the buses would all leave Richmond together due 
to the length of the drive, Jon resolved that he would be awake and waiting for Kip to come off his bus when 
they arrived to the hotel so they could check in and figure it out right there. Sure, he could do it by phone 
call in the hotel. He doubted forgetting to call would be an issue with the thoughts he'd had since their bus 
ride together in North Carolina If it did become one, well, that was a thought scary enough to make Jon 
consider getting his head examined in the event it did. But even if a conversation wasn't likely to go much 
further than confirming the time at the hour they were scheduled to arrive in Pennsylvania, why miss out on 


a chance to see Kip in person while they still could? 


|2. Get Ready 


Author's Notes: 

And, we're back! Hoping that anyone confused by the last chapter's craziness understands it better now in the 
context of this one. We made it through 64, got back from having half the map wiped out, and well, Jon and 
Kip have come a long way between Miami and Hershey. And we made it to Hershey when just a couple weeks 
ago, it seemed like just getting to Richmond would be impossible. It's closer to the end here, but I've still got a 
few chapters left to fill back in after rebuilding, and now that the troubled climb up 95 North has come to a 


close, the next few stops might just be a little different in structure.. for good reason! 


When the leading bus pulled into the hotel in Hershey after a four-hour night ride up 95 and 83 North, it was 
6:45 in the morning. 


The latest time to check in before the flow through the hotel was restricted to checkout only was at 1:30, 


which meant an uncomfortably early wakeup call to anyone who hadn't stayed up through the whole bus ride. 


Yawning groans and plenty of choice words filled the bunk aisle on Jon's bus as Richard Bozzett called them off 
the bus. Richie and Alec stumbled off, half-asleep and hungover. David followed with the blanket from his bunk 
still hung around his shoulders to block out the considerably cooler Pennsylvania air, and to pass through the 
hotel lobby and get away with it while half-undressed. Only Tico remained unfazed, having stayed up with the 
driver to keep him alert through the busy DC. area, and possibly to get back in his good graces after their 
rowdy behavior on 64. 


With some fatigue, Jon climbed out of his bunk and slung his overnight bag onto his shoulder. At some point on 
the ride, he'd fallen asleep, but he knew he couldn't have been out for longer than two hours with how long it 
had taken. 


As he perched on one of the stone benches outside the front entrance, Jon was thankful that Richie and David 
were too focused on getting to their room and back to sleep to take note of him. Tico sent him a knowing 
smirk though, and Richard looked at him suspiciously. Jon readily assured him he'd make it inside on time 
before Richard could start lecturing him. 


Just as expected, the Cinderella bus was absent, as they'd diverted for their break at home in Philadelphia 
during the off-days. The Winger bus turned in shortly after Jon's bandmates disappeared inside. 


A similar scene played out as before. Reb was wearing his blanket like a cape, and unlike David, it didn't look like 
he wasn't fully clothed so much as trying for the next best thing to being able to transport himself in a bed. 
Rod chuckled softly as he motioned on a bed-headed Paul toward the entrance. 


Finally, Kip appeared behind them, overnight bag strapped over both his shoulders like a camp pack so not to 


put unbalanced weight on his unstable knee. His hair was unkempt from being in a bunk, but not excessively 
tangled or messy in an unattractive way. Rather, the opposite. And when he connected tired eyes with Jon, he 
made his way over to him. 

"There something we needed to talk about?" he asked. 

"No, | just wanted to be here." 

As they made their way inside to check in at the desk, Jon chalked it up to both of them being sleepy-eyed 
when he couldn't quite make out Kip's expression. It resembled his quizzical look with one eyebrow-cocked, but 
his eyes didn't look as critical. 


Jon looked down at their room assignments in the tall, narrow hotel building. 


"Shit," he groaned when he saw he was on the seventh floor. There was no way in hell he was getting up that 


many steps with his luggage. 
“Seventh floor?" asked Kip. 
Jon almost flinched completely awake then. 


"So am |. I'm asking to end up performing in a cast if | don't take the elevator either," said Kip. He hit the up 
button and the elevator immediately dinged and opened up. 


Jon reluctantly walked in and pressed himself against the back wall before Kip came in, getting a sense of as 


much space being there as possible. 


"How many stops do we have left?" Kip fired before the doors closed. "On the road together; let's figure this 


out, right now." 


"Well, we're in Hershey now," said Jon. As the elevator jolted when the cables first started moving, he closed 
his eyes. He was breathing more shallow than normal and his hands had a white-knuckle death grip on the rail 


behind him. 


"What's next?" asked Kip. "Without looking at the itinerary, let's see who can remember the most while we're 
half-asleep." 


Squinting in concentration, Jon released the rail and put his still-fisted hands out in front of his chest. "Philly," 
he started, slowly sticking up one finger. "Ummm." 


His momentary resolve began to slip. 


"I remember Landover's after Philly, because | thought it was strange we were going up to Pennsylvania to go 


back down to Maryland," Kip chimed in. "Same as when we went up to South Carolina before Georgia." 
"Landover. That was weird too; | don't know why they book us like that. It would save a lot more time if they 
kept us in order." Jon stuck up a second finger, and then a third. "Uniondale was next -| know that. Because 
when | saw it in the list of stops, | was hoping to make a quick visit back to Jersey. Before we had other dates 
added around it. We've got back-to-backs now. | don't think itll happen 


Kip glanced to the floor meter, reading the fifth floor. "And then Worcester is next -it's not far, but the 


corridor between New York and Massachusetts-" 
"Yeah, forget about extra time. You can expect it there, at least. Its not like stupid b4" 


Kip exhaled huffily with the start of a laugh. "I sure have a story for you with what we got up to on our bus. 


| know you guys were having fun" 

"Oh, they were having fun, but it was at my expense," said Jon. "At least it wasn't destructive." 

Ding! 

"I can't remember the other two stops in between without checking the itinerary right now, but | know we 
have Troy on the fifth," said Kip, raising his voice slightly as the elevator stopped and rattled back down a few 
inches before the doors slid open. "Because that's the last night; we're playing up in Maine the next night with 


Cinderella, and you guys-" 


"We're going overseas for a month and a half. That makes seven stops left -holy shit” Jon opened his eyes 
and startled, then hurriedly grabbed up his luggage and exited behind Kip. 


"Seven stops, and we're on the seventh floor." 
Jon groaned. "You knew what you were just doing, Kip." 


Kip put his hands out to his sides and gave his impish grin, which looked even more impish when his eyes were 


narrowed from being tired. 
"You looked just sleepy enough that | thought it might work. You made it." 


"| made it," Jon repeated as they began walking down the hall. This far. Still have a week of performances left, 
two weeks counting of f-days, and | have fo find out how often overseas contact is going to be realistic. 


But he'd thoroughly secured good relations with Kip again, made it to something past normal friendship -even 
though neither had dropped a four letter word starting with L -and he'd finally made it to Hershey when 
making it to Richmond had been questionable earlier in the day. 


Now he just needed to figure out tomorrow and make it to his room to crash. 

"Reb was saying his family was talking about meeting him halfway in Bedford tomorrow to catch up with hin," 
said Kip. "| gave him the go-ahead if he wanted to tomorrow, since it's not like he's been home since before we 
started recording the album. He's also got some reasons | won't go in detail about why | think it'd be good for 


him to see his old man now that we've hit." 


"Understandable." Jon didn't need to know the story to guess it had something to do with Reb's nervous and 
defensive demeanor he'd initially spotted from the ID photos on Doc's desk "So-" 


"Paul and Rod would rather wait until our second day off to visit any attractions around in town so we're all 


together. So we're looking at me being available anytime tomorrow. Whenever you have time, if you want." 


Being too tired to catch himself before it happened, Jon hoped that the smile that crept up on his face wasn't 


too overbearing. 

Oh, tomorrow's gonna be fun.. 

"My guys spent the whole ride to Richmond giving me hell," said Jon, reaching his door and opening it on 
autopilot as he shook his head and cracked up. "They can figure out tomorrow on their own for all | care. See 


if they can entertain themselves without mel" 


Kip started to crack up, then cracked up for real with Jon as he started to walk in the door behind Jon, also 
on half-asleep autopilot. 


"Okay, that's it" Kip ran his fingers back through his hair, shook his head, and leaned exhaustedly on the door 
frame. "| need to go to bed." 


"Yeah, you do," Jon agreed, setting his bag down in the doorway and leaning on the frame too. "So do |" 
Not that he'd be opposed to Kip staying with him if he wanted. 


"Reb's got a big day tomorrow anyway. I'd better get there before he gets in bed and l'm waking him up, or 
before he stays up trying to find out where | am" 


Jon sneaked a look at the weighted tag with the number attached to the room key in Kip's hand. 
“Guess we'll meet up and figure it out in a few hours. One?" 


"That oughta work." 


They were leaning in the doorway next to each other, shoulders touching, staring into each other's eyes, and 


there and then, Jon really could see the same naughty glint to Kip's eyes he'd seen the night when they were 


surrounded in dark eyeliner and fake blood. 

So when Kip turned further in toward him and he leaned forward to connect in a kiss, it didn't feel foreign at 
all, and almost came without a second thought. It didn't actually sink in until they'd pulled apart with a soft 
whisper of ‘see you in a few' and Kip was on his way down the hall to his own room. 


Jon had feared that if such a moment had come, he'd be awake with excitement all night long. 


But when the door closed behind him and he flopped down onto the bed, the blissful feeling running through 
him in combination with the relief that he'd actually managed to make it right left him floating with euphoria 


He fell asleep immediately and got the deepest, most relaxing rest he'd had throughout the entire tour. 


3. Love is War (but Some Have Turning Points) 


Author's Notes: 

RIP the old SSL board at the studio, and my hopes to get through this fic without a hiatus. Once | rewrote the 
previous chapter following the tablet crash, it didn't flow with what came after, and! had to scrap and rewrite 
the next chapter.. and decided to combine it with the one that followed when it seemed shorter, which took 
further adjustment. But, | finally got through it -after finishing vet school applications, so those can't stall me 
on the remaining two chapters (and hopefully nothing else willl) | tried to shut down the part of my brain that 
got washed out and taken over by AP US History a few years back.. it wouldn't sit down, and it's determined 
to get me in trouble. But I've been to Gettysburg, and it is pretty, so | took it and *hopefully* made it work 
symbolically (its the high-up ledge | really wanted to put in, and with the tour schedule site | used, this was 
the best opportunity to use one | can describe first-hand). As for Jon and Kip, they both tried to get in 
trouble with me, not making up their minds as to how this chapter was going to end. Sooner or later, though.. 
we'll see. Tom supports it (he had a reprise of his responsible role from "Snowed In" so that he could help out 


one more time) -even if everyone else are giving these two a hard time. 


When Jon finally did wake up, the high noon sun was streaming through the window of his hotel room. He'd laid 
out everything the night before, and upon remembering his encounter earlier in the morning, excitement 


fluttered in his chest. It didn't take him long to get ready and down to the lobby once he hopped to it. 


While he waited, he brainstormed, recalling what he knew about Southern Pennsylvania from conversations with 


Tom. 


Going to Philadelphia seemed unnecessary, because they were going to end up there anyway. Last night, Tom 
had secured the permission they'd hoped for, for them to park the buses and stay the night at KAJEM prior 
to the Philly performance, as long as Cinderella were all present to ‘keep control of their guests’, in the words 


of Andy Johns. 


Besides, while Philly had some attractions, the general big city scape of it wasn't very different for Kip, nor 
was it that different for Jon himself when New York was as close as it was. 


Staying around in Hershey wasn't something Jon felt was wise in any sense. They'd all planned to go around 
town for their second off-day, once they'd all regrouped and rested up. He wanted today to be different, and 
when he was the one who generally didn't mind a bit of repetition, he supposed Kip felt more strongly on 


making the most of their downtime. 
There was one other possibility not too far away that Tom had suggested when he'd asked what was nearby. 


At first, Jon shied away from the idea. But then he thought back to the first night he'd met the vampire 


bassist in Alice's band, and all the unique perspectives he could see in just one thing. 


"I talked to Tom," said Jon. "He recommended driving into Gettysburg. Said there were some amazing views 


there." 


Which was true, and if Kip wasn't interested in all the historical monuments and information signs off the sides 


of the trails, they didn't necessarily have to follow them to enjoy the scenery itself and spend time together. 
"Plus, Richie and Lemma are in rare form, so we might be safer an hour away." 

"| hear that last one. I'm thinking it's only a matter of time before Paul's in rare form on me too -if he isn't 
already by today. And if he gets together with Rick, I'm really in trouble." Kip smirked. "Actually, I'm starting to 
miss it. He's been too serious with me the past couple of weeks." 

Jon smiled and shook his head, holding back a laugh. 


"Alright, well, you said it now. Now you're gonna get it! He's probably gonna come back with a vengeance." 


"Guess you're gonna want to find out how when it happens too, since your two made sure | knew whether you 


wanted me to or not." 


Jon cracked up this time, and had to admit to himself he might have been more high strung on the bus than 
what the situation called for. Looking back now that it was over, it was actually pretty funny for Jon. 


It had been funny to Richie and David. Until the driver found the mess of hand and face prints left all over the 


windows from their antics. 

Then he made them clean it up! 

Jon told Kip the story to explain the wildness in the bus window once they were sailing down US Route 15 
toward Gettysburg in the small car Richard Bozzett had kindly provided. He had requested for him and Doc to 
arrange them having rented cars in the cities they were staying in for three or more days so they could go 


exploring nearby easily. And Richard had agreed at each long stop to pick a couple up, ‘if he behaved himself. 


Despite how bad a fiasco Miami had been, it seemed Kip wasn't the only one Jon had managed to make things 
right with since then. 


".| got the last laugh when he caught them getting back on after the show yelling ‘| know which two of you did 
ith -they didn't think it was so funny after that." 


Though Jon could admit to himself even while laughing with Kip that he'd spent the better half of the tour 


cleaning far worse to make everything right. 


Kip then proceeded to tell him about what Reb had gotten up to on their bus, and when Kip was visibly fighting 


to keep from busting up with laughter while attempting to sing the parody lyrics to "Rock of Ages," Jon felt 
his arms going weak with hysterics and came within inches of pulling the car over in the right shoulder to 
settle down before losing control of the wheel. It was noticeable enough when he got in the right lane, and 


made it that much harder for Kip to keep it together. 


"Hey, at least they weren't all but killing you because they were on your case." Jon merged back into the left 


lane a couple minutes after Kip finished, when he could tell pulling over would no longer be necessary. 
"| wouldn't say that. We're always on each other's cases. It's all for good fun though." 


By now, the city and suburban areas off the side of the highway had opened up to rolling, grassy hills speckled 
with flashes of color from spring wildflowers in bloom. Aside from the absence of towering mountains to one 
side of the roadway, leaving the scenery in the valley on the other side, it reminded Kip of the view he would 


have in the countryside outside of Denver. 


For Jon, while it wasn't hometown familiarity, it was nice to have some peace and quiet -and freedom from 


being locked into an itinerary after five nonstop nights. 


Ah, this is where its at, he thought, watching two horses playfully galloping playfully outside a bright red barn 
as they passed it on the roadside and feeling just as playful himself. If he could have physically run as fast as 


the car was moving, he'd have pulled over in a heartbeat and hoped that Kip would run with him. 


It looked like a scene out of a movie or a dream, he supposed. And he got so caught up in daydreaming that he 


almost missed the exit for the national park grounds. 
Luckily, Kip realized it and warned Jon with enough time for them to get over to the exit lane. 


"Feeling a little too relaxed there, Jon?" Kip smirked and cocked an eyebrow as he turned to look at him 


straight on from the front passenger seat. 


An abashed grin spread across Jon's face accompanied by a blush as he followed the signs to the car path so 
they could scope the area and decide where they might want to roam on foot after finding a parking area. 


"Maybe | was, but not anymore. Felt like | was dreaming there for awhile without getting teased," he admitted, 
shaking his head, and finally giving way to a chuckle, which in turn pulled one from Kip too. 


“Thanks for snapping me out of it!" 


Coming around the back of the battlefield and into the wooded area, Jon and Kip found their hiking spot of 
choice. The hill leading up to Little Roundtop was so steep, Jon had to shift back down to a lower gear to climb 
it with the car, and if they slowed down to take a look, the car pitched just enough for them to know that if 
he stopped and didn't accelerate immediately on lifting the brake, it would roll backward. It was steep enough to 
lend a challenge to walking, but the foot path beside the road was cleared and smooth enough to not be 


problematic for Kip in his long-term recovery from injury. 


Plus, the view of the rocky platform past the car path at the top looked like it had a pretty good view of the 
valley below. So when they finished the loop, Jon made the turn to go back around rather than to head back to 
the highway, and diverted to a parking lot with signs to direct them to the foot path. 


Being on a Sunday, the parking lot and trail weren't as busy as they might have been, but there were a few 
other people in sight. So Jon and Kip both walked calmly and quietly to the trail, and along the path out in the 
open, along the edge of the valley. 

That changed almost as soon as they were within the cover of trees. 

"IIl race you, if you want," Kip challenged. 

"You serious?" asked Jon, to which Kip responded by taking off running up the hill 


"HEY!" 


By the time Jon got over the surprise and took on the challenge, they were both laughing as they took on the 
steepest part of the grade. 


They were nearing the top, and Jon was ready to admit defeat, being five feet behind and rapidly tiring out, 
when Kip slowed down to a fast walking gait. It wasn't a pained one, but rather, one that suggested his knee had 


warned him, and he knew better than to keep running with hard strikes on the trail 


Jon then took the chance to catch up with Kip, and at the turn in the trail toward the overlook, he paused 


with one foot extended, offering a teasing grin of his own, before stepping forward in unison with him. 
"It's a draw," he declared. 


Fine by me, since I'd hope we're not at any kind of war anyway." Kip shook his head. "I don't want any trouble 


between any other bands, so if | ever do end up with any inter-band conflict, it comes to a draw." 


"Well, | just hope any | get into work themselves out okay," Jon said quietly, lower than Kip would be able to 
hear him with the wind as they went out on the peak and took in the sight ahead of them. 


Like the side of the highway, bright, hilly landscape stretched before them, and the colors of spring wild 
flowers speckled the green background, except this time, there was no car window or metal guard-rail standing 


in the way of the view. 


Save for monuments and signs placed along the trail through the field below, there was nothing visible to 


suggest that the vast, healthy grass had once been muddied and laden with blood and ammunition 


Where it all turned around for better, Jon thought to himself, just before turning around to startle at Kip, who 
had gone up to stand on the very edge of the rock formation towering above the old battlefield. 


"Kip!" he cried in disbelief. 


"Come on over here. I'm not gonna let you fall, and I'm not planning to. Though I'd hope | can trust that you 


won't let me either if | do." 


Aw, great; now the pressure's REALLY on However, Jon welcomed the chance to keep building a better track 


record for himself with Kip, and he seemed confident enough. 


So he made his way over in very small steps, and tried not to look immediately down at just how far a drop it 


was as he came up directly next to Kip. 

The view on the edge made it strongly clear as to just how high they were standing above the valley, and 
without seeing the slab of rock sticking out in front of his feet, Jon felt for a second that he was flying over 
that valley. 

"Whoa" 


"This is the one time I'll ever say it, you'll actually feel a lot better if you do look down right about now," said 


Kip with a smile in his voice. Jon could see it, even without looking. 

"What? How?" He didn't want to look down and see how high up he really was, but now he was curious enough. 
So he did, and was surprised when he was met with the sight of a ledge about three feet lower, sticking out 
from the cliff face and extending a good two yards outward. There was some vegetation growing in it, but 
nothing that looked really sharp or painful. 

"Ohl" 

"See? It's only scary when you're looking at it from back there and you're trying to get to it. Once you're here, 
its not so bad." Kip shook his head. "I know how you feel about heights. | wouldn't have told you to come up 


this close if it wasn't there, or if it wasn't worth the sight." 


"| guess | could have figured that, though what I've been told about your daring side could give me reason to 


go astray there." Bewildered, Jon grinned. "I'm not going any further than this though. Staying here's good." 
"Youre staying there, and that's fine," said Kip, springing his signature, mischievous grin. 
"What, are you gonna do it?" 


"Not safe? There's enough trampled grass down here for me to guess I'm not the only one who's done it” 


| know people have." As Kip stepped down, lowering himself good-leg first, Jon reached out and grabbed Kip's 
hand to keep him tethered, sticking to his word. 


"You're almost like Reb was before he gave up on trying to stop me," Kip laughed. He didn't say that Reb would 
have climbed down too -even if he was terrified to do it -in a combination of trying to save face and protect 


him. There was plenty of room before the edge. Staying close by was well enough. 
"IFs like I'm flying up here. What's it feel like down there?" 


Kip grinned, reached back up to accept Jon's hand as Jon lowered himself to sit on the top edge, then 
proceeded to turn around so he was holding Jon's hand out behind himself. He pranced up onto one leg and 


leaned forward in the direction of the drop. 
"There, now it looks like we're trying to take off too." 


Jon stayed standing on the edge and resisted the urge to take a step back instead of leaning back, as though 
to set himself up to fall backwards on the platform he was safe on As he did, he felt the grip between 
himself and Kip growing stronger as their counterbalance kept them from falling. He tilted back further to feel 
as though he was taking off into the clear sky above, and Kip had a fully unobstructed view of the valley he 


was all but poised to dive over, but neither felt unstable. 


Finally, with forward warning so that Jon didn't fall back on the platform, Kip shifted back onto the ledge and 
climbed back up. His stomach was fluttering with an adrenaline rush just as much as he supposed it would 
tomorrow if his bandmates decided they should go to Hersheypark as they'd planned, depending on how 
refreshed they felt and how the weather held up. Where, without a doubt, he would be dared to ride the 


highest and fastest of the roller coasters present. 


Of course, he would too. And he knew well enough that just like Jon with the ledge, he would enjoy all of them 


more once he was on than he would think while looking from the ground. 


And he did, the next day. Oddly enough, none of his encounters were as daunting as the roller coaster his 
Northbound trip was. 


Jon could say the same for most of his time at the park, as he and his bandmates found themselves following 
Winger a couple of hours behind. 


Until, that was, his bandmates began nagging him to ride Kissing Tower right before they planned to leave, as 
closing time neared. OF all rides, the tamest, most seemingly stupid of them, and Jon wanted nothing to do with 


what might as well have looked like a tower of terror before him. 


"You can handle a roller coaster just fine, and you don't want anything to do with a viewing tower that doesn't 


even go fast up and down You sure are something, Jon" 


"Guys, it's like a giant elevator," said Jon. "No." 

"Come on, It'll be fun," insisted Richie. 

"Richie, you know how | feel about those things." 

"That's the point," exclaimed David. "You'll have fun on this one, and then the others won't seem so bad!" 
"You guys have no idea how a fear of elevators works," said Jon 


"There are windows all around the thing and you're not carrying your luggage." Richie nudged him. "Come on, 


you won't be as claustrophobic as you would be in a regular one." 

"Yeah, I'll just see how high up | am instead" Jon groaned. "You guys aren't gonna shut it until | do it either." 
"Not when we know you're gonna cave!" Richie teased in a sing-song voice. 

"Alright, but you guys are gonna owe me on this one, and I'm serious. Big time." 


"Hey, man, is that betting language?" David grinned. "That's cool with me, but you're gonna be the one owing us 


instead if you bail from the line." 


‘Lem-muh.." Jon groaned, drawing out the two syllables and reaching up to shove David in the head before 
walking off while the line was sparse enough to make a quick mistake. If there was no escaping the torture, 
he'd just have to get it done with as quickly as possible. 


Seeing Jon turn around and make for the minimal line, David turned around in the opposite direction to flash 


Paul Taylor a signal, and they both knew it wouldn't take nearly as long for Paul to play his part. 


Once he got onboard, Jon was grateful they were there in the last half hour the park was open on a Monday. 
Because of that, there were gaps between occupied seats when the operator decided to end the waiting period, 
which took away some of the claustrophobic effect. At least the window barrier and solid walls beneath them 
would make the view from the maximum height less daunting than the one on Little Roundtop prior to noticing 


the ledge. 


Still, when the ride began to rise up, he gripped the edge of his seat and looked straight out at the sky to not 
see just how high up he'd gone when he quickly realized that closing his eyes only made the rising motion -and 
the sensation of being in an elevator more noticeable. There wasn't much to look at looking straight out, though 


maybe the sunset was nice for what he'd somehow managed to end up in 


And none of them were there after egging him on to go up. Without a studio time planned in the near future, 


Jon was beginning to think of where and how he could unleash his control-freak side on the next leg of the 


tour, to get the most miserable revenge on Richie and David, but then a sound to his left interrupted his 


thoughts. 


"My guys dared me to come up in this thing," came a familiar, soft monotone from two seats down. "Seemed 


pretty funny for this compared to the other things they dared me onto today. But now | think | know why." 
Jon turned around to face Kip's soft smirk. 
"Guess its a good thing you'd have come up here regardless of why once they did," he quipped. 


Oh, okay, he thought. Maybe his bandmates weren't being the jerks he'd thought they were being a moment 
ago -even if their obnoxious teasing definitely wasn't stopping yet. And even if they'd crossed enough lines 
where it was going to have to backfire in some way eventually that was more serious than having to wash 


the windows on the bus. 
"How long did it take yours to get you up here?" asked Kip. 


"I'd confidently guess longer than it took for you," Jon admitted, looking slightly abashed. "But not as long as it 
might have taken if they weren't giving me a hard time so I'd want to get away from it. Maybe it's not so bad 
now that I'm up here, but I'm trying not to look down and think about it” 


Kip pointed out to a small prop plane flying not too far away out in the distance in front of them. "Have a look 
at that." 


"Looks like a little Cessna" Jon turned to his side to get a proper look as the viewing deck kept turning, and he 
saw the characteristic high wings forming a T-shape over the top of the aircraft body. 


"Well, we're stuck apart, so my guess is we didn't quite do what they were hoping to set us up for," said Kip. 
"Which, funny enough." 


Jon laughed -some to release his nerves as he felt gravity trying to bring them down faster than they were 
moving back downward, and some because he had to give it to the joke, even if it had been somewhat at his 


expense. 


That's alright. We'll have some time at the studio, at least. For whatever time we get before the others catch 
on, at least." 


Litte did Jon know, they'd have more time before that would become a problem than he'd expect. As he would 
find out the next day before the show, when they returned to Hersheypark and its arena. 


Tom was running about the backstage area while the engineers were setting up the equipment, and it was clear 


that he had done most of the work and planning of the three-band overnight stay at KAJEM studios. 


"Rick's still back there getting some last-minute stuff set up for everyone. So | got a few questions over what 
you guys want. Whatever you tell me, I'll phone him, and he'll get it squared away before he drives in" Tom 
pointed to Paul and Richie. "Go get Rod, Alec, and Jon -I know Rod's trying to set up his kit, but real quick so 


we get everyone in on it” 

"You already realize most of us are gonna be cool with whatever, right, Tom?" Richie grabbed Tom's shoulder 
and roughed him up on his way out, but nobody argued with it, and Richie and Paul reappeared with their 
respective bandmates shortly after. 

"Okay, for those of us who want to stay up later after whatever backstage fun here, we'll have stuff out to 
keep the party going while we wind it down. But we'll have to be able to put everything away quick before we 
leave tomorrow, or Andy gets pissed with us, so it's a choice between a movie or having a bunch of games 


out. We don't put the pool table away -it's too big for that -so that'll be there, whatever else we do." 


"We've actually gotten caught up on sleep, so we've actually been able to function well enough to play any 


game worth a damn," giggled Jeff. 
"Hmm, but will everyone affer a show?" Alec raised an eyebrow teasingly at him. 


"A movie might be better, actually." Reb nodded to him. "lim cool with either, but I'm a movie buff and would 
choose that anyway." 


Eric pointed to them. "That probably gives everyone more option anyway -you can just get up and go to bed 


whenever instead of having to worry about finishing the game or losing players." 
"Hey, no objections from us." Jon held his hands up. 

"So, is everyone good with putting on a movie?" 

"All good!" 


“Alright, so he'll just need to hook the VCR back up, and anyone who really wants a game can settle for pool. 


Now, as for who's-" 
"What exactly is around the place -are we gonna get to see what you got?" asked David. 


Jon wagged his finger at him. "Aw, come on, Lemma. Tom's not even finished talking, and you want to know if 


you're gonna be allowed to snoop in their space!" 
Tico tilted his head and pointed back to Jon. "Well, to be fair-" 


"Aw, come on, snooping's fun, and you know you wanna see what you helped them get to, Jon," shouted Richie. 


"Don't deny it!" 


"Well, itd be pretty silly of us to have you all come stay over if we didn't want you to see anything." Eric 
chuckled. "You can take a look in our recording rooms if you want. | don't know who will want to after a show, 


but if you want to plug into the amps and jam in there, sure. We'll do that together too!" 


"We'll show you guys around when we get there. There'll be a few rooms Andy won't want us in that I'll ask 
you guys to stay away from, but we'll have the run of the building for the most part. And we stocked up 
yesterday for everyone. Take a look around, have a drink or two, have something to eat, watch a movie -be 
our guests." Tom held his hands up. "Okay, now -where | was getting to a second ago? Oh -If you want to 
crash inside, you can, or you can sleep out in your bunks if that's more comfortable. We've got a few extra 
camping cots and floor pads with the couches, and we'll have the doors unlocked for anyone out on the buses. 
So you can come in and out all through the night and hang with us when you want. Just don't leave the 


exterior doors hanging open. 


"The nice thing is we're half an hour away from the venue, so we can hang out late, party all you want, and 


we won't have to pack up and head out early afterward," said Fred. 

Tom nodded. "That too, if that's what you guys want to do." 

"So how late are you thinking we're all gonna be staying up together inside?" 
"As late as you want," said Eric, matter-of-factly. 


Fred backed him up with a shrug. "You can stay up way late since we're not leaving early, or try to get some 


extra sleep before we're moving all around again. Your choice. Do what you like." 


"Well, I'll probably stay up some, but I'll probably sleep out on the bus so | can go to sleep earlier than some 
of you guys," Rod decided. 


"As long as it doesn't involve trashing the studo, you guys are our guests." Tom grinned shyly, despite his 
sudden emphasis on words. "Though I'd probably recommend that anyone else who wants extra sleep take after 
Rod. It's just us, but | can't promise those of us staying up inside will be quiet." 


"What?" Fred feigned an innocent look. 


"Yeah, | mean YOU, Fred. Don't think I've forgotten how rowdy you were spending the night with Stephen a few 
months back. And that with the fire extinguisher was probably tame for him!" 


"Somehow | get the feeling we don't want to know what happened there." Rod excused himself to get back to 
helping set up his kit. 


"A fire extinguisher was used when there wasn't an actual fire or any reason to use one, and thats all we're 
g y 


telling," said Eric in response to Richie's curious look that said the opposite. 


"And yet you're still willing to host anyone at your studio," said Tico, shaking his head as groans and snickers 
went about the room, teasing Fred. 


"We wouldn't be allowed to host if that fire extinguisher went off in the studio, so just so you guys know, if 
anyone here needs to be told, don't anyone try it! Fred can attest that it would bring on the wrath of Andy 
Johns!" 


Fred grinned sheepishly, and Tom shoved Eric sideways to shut him up. 


“Alright, that's enough about that. We know everyone in Bon Jovi well enough to know they don't need to be 
told. Consider being willing to host my thanks to you guys. And l'm not worried about Kip and his guys; they're 


easier to deal with!" 
"Gee, thanks!" shouted Reb. 
"| wouldn't give us ideas," said Kip, raising his eyebrows and smirking. "We might surprise you." 


"If you're in Winger, you have soundcheck in TEN MINUTES," came a warning call from one of the roadies 


outside the room. 


"In which case, I'd better make this call quick, before you guys finish and its time for our soundcheck," 
concluded Tom. "And | didn't say | was giving you guys ideas, so hey. Don't go getting any!" 


"Hey, Paul and Kip will come up with more than you'd think they would" Reb pointed at them with a sidelong 
glance out from under his bangs, pretending to try being discreet, just to be funny. 


"Hey, don't pretend you don't get in on it!" Paul grinned wildly at Reb as Kip tossed his head back and laughed 
hard. 


"As long as it doesn't make a mess you can't clean up in the same ten minutes you've got here." Tom had 
worked his way over to the phone. "Alright, I'm gonna let him know to have the pool table set up -and he'll 
bring a list of what we've got over there, so everyone can decide together what to watch. We'll probably do a 
rank -play whatever's first, then anyone who's still up can put on the second if they want to stay up longer. 


Who knows for sure they want to stay on their bus?" 
"Other than Rod," added Paul. 
"And Jon's a light sleeper, so | figure he's going to choose outside-" 


"You got it, Tom." Jon pointed playfully to him and then left to deal with whatever he'd been working on with 


management before being called in 


"| could probably sleep through a firefight," Reb said jokingly, "but I'm too lazy to bring my bedding inside and 
have to remake my bunk the next night." 


Laughter broke out about the room. 
"Okay," said Tom, nodding as he made note. "That's something a few of us can relate to on both accounts." 


"Look, | only brought my stuff inside because we've been there for three days so it was worth it" Eric 
laughed as he gave his support of Reb's sentiment. 


"lIl probably crash on the bus," Kip decided. "Hey, if | change my mind, | can fall asleep just about anywhere-" 


"Yeah, you'll be sprawled on the floor in an hour,” said Paul. "I'm undecided. If there's no room left after 


everyone else, I'll go outside." 
Richie and David decided to stay inside, which quickly made Alec and Tico decide the opposite. 


"Look, | roomed with him," said Alec, pointing to Richie, "and he had to room with Lemma the last few nights. 
We just want a quiet night, without them!" 


Paul gave a noisy exhale as the start of a laugh came through his nose, and Kip bit his lip and looked away to 
keep from busting up. 


They could guess why! 
"Ouch, you guys." Tom shook his head with a combination of a grin and a wince. "That's not nice! Alright, that's 
Richie, Lemma, and Paul inside -| think that leaves us one, maybe two extra pads if anyone changes their mind 


and wants to come inside. | gotta make that call so Rick can get that set and get over here." 


"We gotta split too." Reb took off for the stage, and Paul and Kip followed after, and the rest of Bon Jovi 
headed back to their dressing room to get ready. 


Soundcheck went quickly. Everyone was moving faster and more efficiently after a few days off, and being in 
the more moderate late Spring temperatures of Pennsylvania, rather than the humid heat and rain down 
South, it wasn't taking a big fight to get everything in tune or to make it stay there. Cinderella was already on 
after Winger to check their rigs before Rick got into town 


He arrived at the last minute and ended up checking his keyboard off the stage, right where he would be 
playing it while Bon Jovi was getting everything plugged in to test. 


"Hey, Kip, you got a moment?" 


It was in the middle of Bon Jovi's soundcheck that Kip woke up from his nap, and he was on his way to the 


showers to begin prepping for the show when he heard Tom call to him again in the hallway. 
"Yeah, real quick -what is it? Everything good for tonight?" 


"Should be," said Tom. "But | mentioned something to Jon while you were at soundcheck, and | don't know where 
you two are standing with each other right now -nor am | gonna ask if you don't wanna tell me. | wanted to let 


you know too, for the benefit of whatever is going on with you guys." 
Intrigued, Kip raised his eyebrow and sprang his inquisitive smirk 


If you guys are working it out and things are alright, you have that space if you want to talk and be away 
from everyone without being outside -‘cause | think it's gonna rain. And if things are where they were the last 
time we really talked about it and it's just not good, and you think you need some time away, he'll know not to 
go looking there if he can't find you." 


"Well, I'm pretty sure | won't need to use it as a hideout from him -and glad for that" Kip's smirk shifted to 
his playful mischief. "Funny, Tom. | thought you didnt want me getting ideas." 


Smiling his bashful smile with his eyes hidden under his bangs, Tom just shrugged. 


"Depends on what it is. As long as everyone's happy." He raised his finger to his lips to make the ‘shhh’ sign. 
"Don't tell anyone else! I'll do my best to keep everyone in our main lounge, but if they catch wind of it, they'll 
find you." 


"There's an air of risk -even better!" 


Jon wasn't quite so sure about having the same sentiment to the risk as Kip, but he was looking forward to 


whatever time they could get before anyone got suspicious as to where they were. 


He was also regaining his comfort with sneaking around backstage again, and after doing most of his pre-show 
preparation ahead of time, with Richard's blessing, he found a hiding spot behind the stage as he had in Miami 
to watch the first half of Winger's set. That was as long as he would be allowed before his bandmates were 


intentionally sent to find him, so he decided he'd have to be happy with that amount of time he could get too. 


From his hiding space, Kip emerged onstage, reenergized and more animated and graceful than ever throughout 
the tour. He wasn't stifled by the heat and humidity of Florida Jon had seen the first time he'd watched from 
a hidden place behind the stage, nor did he seem to be weighed down by an uncertainty or a look of exhaustion 


as he had before their night together in North Carolina. 


Tonight, there was an added spring of something Jon couldn't quite put his finger on, but he knew that 
whatever it was felt good. 


Being able to enjoy the show he saw, rather than dreading the encounter that would follow made it for him. He 


was long gone by the time Kip left the state through the tunnel, but he could guess it would have been a 


much better experience. 


The backstage party ended earlier than usual, as not only was the performance set earlier in the evening, but 
the park's policy also wanted them out before 2:00 in the morning so the park grounds could be cleaned up in 
time for day visitors. But the fun of the night wasn't over yet with the hangout and an extension of their 
downtime at KAJEM ahead. 


It was strange, as for once, Cinderella's bus took the lead, as everyone followed to the location on the outskirts 
of a Philadelphia suburb. When the buses turned down a gravel trail to get to it, another place reminiscent of 
Colorado without the towering mountains, Kip could already tell the place was a good time under normal 
circumstances, bar those with Andy Johns putting a stop to any fun. There were enough trees and open land 
around that nothing else was immediately visible, giving the sense of a studio where they could be as wild and 


have as much fun as they wanted without having to worry about activity in buildings next door. 


"Come on in," said Rick, leaning against the exterior wall beside the door, making his heavy-lidded, ‘sick-mind 


impression smile. "| didn't set half the stuff up in the lounge for nothing!" 

Before going to the setup in the lounge, Tom, Eric, and Jeff showed everyone around the recording areas - 
smaller than the setup that Bon Jovi was used to, but with all the necessary equipment, and not as cramped 
as the tight studio space Winger was used to having in New York. The latter of which still held all the 


necessities, and save for the SSL board, had newer equipment under Atlantic's management. 


"Got yourself a nice hideaway out here," David joked, "though | see you've made one change since you got 


here." 


"We broke this SSL board in when we were recording the album," said Jeff proudly. "Pretty cool, being the first 


to use it." 


‘Its questionable if we didn't break it too," said Tom, setting Jeff off in bashful giggling, and amusing most of 
the others. 


"Well, those things do break from time to time," Jon offered. "Hopefully it was nothing beyond repair." 
"Hey, it's still here," offered Eric. "I guess that speaks for itself until time tells us better" 


Rick piped up. "Finishing Nght Songs had the old one on its way to dying for sure. If you're so led, we could 
guess which take number it finally had it beaten out of it while we weren't here." 


"Let it rest in peace," groaned Tom. 


"And let this one stay strong awhile," Jon added. 


Strangely enough, at the same time as Kip remarked, "and let this one livel" 


Finally, once everyone had settled down in the main lounge for the nighttime fun, Jon and Kip took a diversion 


on the information Tom had discreetly passed them. 


They scouted out the mostly empty and unused office at the end of the side hallway, which had a stack of 


boxes just inside the door that made it hard to really see what was to the right of the narrow door window. 
On the back wall on the other side of the boxes, invisible from the door, was a TV and couch. 


Unlike the main lounge area, it didn't look like a setup that saw a lot of traffic, but seeing it was functional, and 
away from everyone else, it didn't take Jon and Kip long to take to the couch. 


Just for kicks, they turned the TV on and found Ridley Scotts Alen playing, but didn't end up paying attention 
to the majority of it. 


Jon did to a point -enough to question Kip's ability to seem so relaxed with the grotesque, frightening scenes. 


"| don't know. | think it's pretty interesting to consider, when it's very possible there's something out there," he 
mused. "Though, if they're like those, I'd rather study the concept from afar than discover them." 


That led into a conversation for more than half the time on things they believed in that not very many others 


did, while becoming increasingly comfortable together. 


An hour and a half into the night, in the main lounge, Cinderella had mostly settled in. They'd set up the 
camping beds and the two couches that folded out. Before setting up his camping bed, Rick Criniti jokingly made 
out that he was going to set up and sleep splayed-out on the now-cleared pool table, much to the amusement 
of Jon and Kip's bandmates as they headed out to the parking lot and their bus burks to either stay for the 
night, or bring in their overnight gear. 


"You won't, but someone else might, to impress somebody," poked Richie, earning himself a kick in the calf from 


Tico. 


Tom made his way down the hall to the bathroom to get ready for bed -or really, watching TV until he fell 
asleep -once everyone else had finished, and he had a hunch as to whether Jon and Kip were in the room, or 


already outside. 


He also had a hunch that everyone else outside was trying to figure out where their missing bandmates were, 
as he noticed the exit door at the end of the main hallway was still ajar, even after Paul had returned to the 
lounge with his blankets and hygiene kit, and he at least thought he'd seen Richie and David go outside. 


‘I'd appreciate it if you all kept the door closed," he said when he spotted Alec standing outside on going to 
close it. "As you can see, we're kind of tucked down a gravel road with a lot of trees. You leave the door open 


at night; we wind up with bugs inside." 
"| didn't leave it open, but I'll pass that along," Alec replied. 


He went back to the lounge, saw that David and Richie had in fact made up their camping pads for the night, 
and going back into the hall, he found them making their way around the main hall with Fred and Rick. 


"We showed them our recording rooms and our lounge earlier," said Tom. "Why do you need to go poking 


through the offices?" 


"We're looking to see if any of them have a TV where we can watch something else," said Fred, innocently 
enough that Tom could tell it hadn't been his idea first. "Is there still a TV in that office Andy used to have at 
the end of the hall? And can we use it?" 


"Right now, there are a lot of boxes stacked in it by what | saw when | checked, and if Andy has anything to 
do with those, he doesn't want us anywhere near them unless he says so. When | called him, he said to stay 


out of his rooms, and he knows that we know full well that's one of them -so that excuse won't cut it there." 


That wasn't entirely a lie, considering the boxes were in fact there. However, Fred didn't have to know what 


had and hadn't been said in his additional phone calls with Andy. 


"| don't want a fight with Andy, and | know you don't, Fred. You can look around the hall and see if they've put 


a TV in another room, but as far as that room goes, stay our." 

“Alright, | don't think Tom's yelling at them that loud for fun," Kip murmured, catching bits of exaggerated 
dialogue out in the hallway, even through the closed door and over the cacophony of alarms on the TV that 
had led him and Jon to tightly grip hands and lean together with the suspense. 


And even if said TV was at a low volume to keep their cover. 


Jon inhaled and exhaled deeply as he stretched his legs out and shifted up on the couch some. "Yeah, it's not 
really in his nature either, despite what his singing might make you think" 


"How long have we been in here?" 
Jon checked his watch. 


"A little over an hour. Which is pretty good, actually. Longer than | thought we were gonna get before they 


came after me." 


| was about ready to change my mind on going out to the bus tonight” Following Jon's lead, Kip stretched out, 


then curled back up. "Maybe a few more minutes at our own risk" 


"Maybe we'll see if we can finish the movie, ‘cause it's not that much longer, and then we'll decide." 


Meanwhile, David and Richie were making their way inside again, after checking the back lounge of their bus, 
and knocking on the door of Winger's bus. The latter hadn't been helpful. Reb and Rod were already asleep and 


didn't hear them to answer. 


"They're definitely in here somewhere," whispered Richie, haphazardly pushing the door behind him, so it didn't 
quite meet the frame, and began to fall open again. "Because | don't think they'd sneak onto Kip's bus 
successfully with the others there." 


"No, shut the door!" 


Fred ran down the hallway behind Richie and David and firmly closed the exterior door, which was hanging ajar. 
He pointed to the ceiling, where a moth was flittering around. "Look what you guys didl" 


"If you're gonna tell us Andy Johns'll flip out over a single moth getting inside, he's really got his nose out of 
joint, let me tell you," declared David. "What do you know about this room, Freddo?" 


"When we called him up as a band, | don't remember him saying anything about staying away from it" Fred 
looked slightly abashed and locked his hands together in front of himself in a guarding motion. "That said, l'm 
not on the best terms with him, so | can't say | listened that closely to all of it, or if Tom didn't have another 


call with him on his own later." 
"Would you look for yourself?" 


"Not without someone else, because if | did it alone and got caught, he's like facing off with a dictator when he 


comes after me, at least. If Andy decides he has a problem, | don't know if he'd want to fight you, Richie-" 
"Nuh-Ah-AH" Tom Keifer's voice rang out down the hallway, going into its shrill register halfway through. "NO. 
| already told you what Andy said. We're not snooping in that room! Get back here, right now! Don't let me get 


down the hall before you guys do, or it's not gonna be..” 


A moment later, the clopping of shoes on tile floor started in the opposite direction as Tom managed to turn 


getting back down to the other hall into a racing game. 

Kip was laid out on the back of the couch wheezing, and Jon was muffling sobs of laughter into a pillow he'd 
been clutching as he watched the explosions on the TV screen fly toward Ripley and Jonesy the cat's escape 
pod, then the fight to get rid of the one that sneaked in with them. 


"Oh, Tom," Jon choked out, now too distracted from the falling from the climax of the movie to even care. 


Shaking his head, Kip weakly slung an arm out in a half-shrug. 


"Isn't he the best?" 
For all I've done for him and his band, | owe him a lot more. Especially for that! 


‘Maybe we'd better not stay here much longer. Before the rest of the guys have a battle with him. Drive him 
crazy getting ideas -ard | really wasn't joking when | said they will." 


"Yeah, or keep him up all night. Besides, | don't wanna get caught." Jon shuddered at the thought. "We've been 


warned, more than once." 
"Unless you're okay with that." 
Jon caught one look at Kip's naughty grin and shoved him over sideways, sending them into another fit. 


"You know, maybe | am," Jon mused. "I could turn it around on my guys and give them a hard time for 


snooping -ask them what'd they expect." 
"Get themselves into trouble?" 


| mean, what are they gonna do, aside from get on my case? If they tell us to get a room, we kind of dd It's 
their problem they broke into it because they couldn't mind their business." 


"Then we'd just have to really embarrass them, and teach them a thing or two. No, no. I'm joking. | wouldn't do 
that to Tom. And if we've been here that long, it's pretty late. | guess we still have a little bit of time left 
before the end of the tour." Kip blew out a hard sigh and grinned as he recovered and climbed off the couch 
and turned off the TV as the end credits began rolling. "We'll figure something out, but we'd better get outside 
while the coast is clear. And if you want less trouble from them, | should probably go out ahead of you." 


"We have one off-day when we get into Maryland." 


Kip noticed that Jon had finally regained his confidence around him, and saw the old, uninhibited charm he'd 


remembered from years ago that he hadn't seen yet all tour. 


"Maybe we might just figure something out." 


14. Miles Away 
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After Philadelphia, typical life on the road seemed to have resumed for the most part. At least, Jon's 
bandmates were more down to earth on the ride back down to Maryland, and the phone calls between the 
chain of three buses seemed to have gone back down to only for the purposes of the drivers keeping up with 


each other. 


The first morning in Landover, Jon and Kip were up slightly earlier than their bandmates to spend some time 


together, without interfering with individual plans for the day. 


Nobody appeared to have caught wind of Kip's visit to Jon's room at 10:30 in the morning, and because neither 
were walking around with a weary, tense look about them as they had at the start of the tour leg, nobody 
thought much of it, or brought it up. 


The sense of peace -and seeing Kip voluntarily show up at his bedroom door -left Jon feeling that any 
remaining tension had been sealed outside the back door he'd once mistakenly slipped out -and had no plans of 


leaving through again. 


He also wasn't sure whether to be more surprised or grateful for nobody else in the tour group seeming to 


have noticed, as Kip didn't do much about his tell-tale messy hair before going back to his room. 


That was, until the second morning in Landover ended up being the difference between night and day, when 
everyone went out to a late breakfast before heading to prepare for the night's show. A comical repeat of 


Orlando -except Jon was there this time as it went down, rather than sick to his stomach and hiding away on 


his bus. 


Tico and Rod had been reinstated as moderators around the table, along with Tom and Eric, so Jon could at 


least rest assured that Tico wouldn't get in on any hard times sent his way. 


With three tables pushed together, they had six seats on each side, and one on each end. Tom sat on one end, 


and Tico on the other. Starting on Tom's left sat Paul, then Rod, Reb, and Kip. 


Maybe by chance, or not so much, Jon was on the other side of Kip, with Richie between him, and the other 
end where Tico was. Everyone else filled in the other side, with David immediately next to Tico, Alec to his 


other side, and Rick on the other end across from Paul and next to Tom. 
Eric strategically sat between Fred and Jeff in the three remaining seats. 


The arrangement seemed just as much likely to spark trouble as rigged to prevent it. However, Jon hadn't 
really thought much about going to sit down where he did. He was used to taking a seat next to Richie. Richie 
could have sat near anyone in Winger by chance, and maybe Jon would have sat there out of habit. With Kip 
on the other side, it felt twice as natural to go that way without much thought. It certainly hadn't left him 


with any question over who to sit with. 


Kip hadn't seemed fazed by it either, until across the table, David started grinning. The kind of way that said 
he wanted to giggle, and was trying to hold it back. 


Then Jon started to look up and down the table at the arrangement of mediators and troublemakers, and met 


eyes with Kip as they realized they were the subject of several quick, sidelong glances. 


Uh-oh Richie having sat one seat away from Kip was far less than a coincidence. How Jon hadn't seen that 
sooner was another uncomfortable realization for him as to just how much of a space cadet he could be if he 


wasn't on top of things. 
"Oh boy, now we're trapped,’ he whispered beneath a weary sigh. As with most times when three bands got in 
a friendly arrangement around the same table, not only was the area around them cramped, but the chairs 


were squeezed close together too, leaving no fast escape from the table to be had. 


"Well, this isn't the first time for me. Just wait, it's gonna be an interesting morning," Kip stealthily whispered 
back. "Actually, it might be pretty funny, if you can laugh at yourself” 


Staying true to the sick-mind humor impression he prided himself on, Rick kicked it off. 


"Wait a second What's all this whispering about? And why's everyone sneaking looks around the table? Is there 
anything strange we don't know about going on here?" He wiggled his eyebrows. 


"Rick," warned Reb, holding his hand up, "for the sake of our waiter, everyone at this table, and all that is good 
in this world, let Kip decide what he wants and order it before starting a talk about anything" 


Kip grinned and turned to his right to raise eyebrows at Reb. 
"Really?" 


But as everyone else around the table laughed, Reb shrugged and giggled with them, setting Kip off too as Jon 


looked at him on his left with confusion, having never experienced what his bandmates had several times over. 
"Is he joking, or-?" 


"We've said it before, and we'll probably say it many more times," said Rod ruefully. He pointed past Reb to the 
menu on the table in front of Kip and shook his head. 


"Please. Not today." 


Had this been a couple of weeks ago, | might have said something else, but | think Jons tried quite hard to make 
things night. Dont make him suffer, he silently added. 


Ten minutes later, after the waiter had been by, with Kip last as usual and still managing to take a good couple 
of minutes, Jon was laughing with Kip and his bandmates this time. 


"Really!" Now it was Jon's turn to say it. 
"That was nothing compared to Orlando -you MISSED that," David piped up. 


“Alright, Lemma, that was almost a month ago," warned Tico, through a laughing smile of his own. "Let it go. 


And watch your volume in here. Other people are gonna be staring enough as it is." 


"Well, he wasnt here." Richie nudged Jon from his left. "Nice that you made it to this chance of getting 


everyone together in the morning.” 

"Guys." Jon folded his hands together and mimed pleading. “It is way too early for this." 
Eric and Reb both pointed at each other, and then to Jon. 

"See?" asked Eric. "We said the same thing last time too!" 


Reb feigned annoyance with Richie and David, turning his hand to point his thumb toward them while still 
pointing his index at Jon. 


| agree a hundred percent; you tell them! 


"Yeah, you tell'em, Jon," Kip repeated, for the fun of it. 


"L am! Hey, l'm telling them alright." 

"Its too early," continued David, "but not too early to join us this time!" 

"m not sure, because | get the strangest sense I've been had!" 

"You sure you haven't been?" Kip raised an eyebrow and flashed Jon a sidelong smirk. 


‘Oh, if | had any doubt before, | don't now" Jon sneaked a playful nudge with his elbow, before putting his 
forehead against his palms and shaking his head. 


"See, he knows it!" David piped up again. 

Reb pointed back and forth in a bouncy, exaggerated motion between David and Richie. 

"| swear.. It's like -there's like an invisible ping-pong ball going back and forth on that end," he snickered, 
extending his hands out and waving them side to side to mime the motion, and also rocking side to side in his 


seat in sync with them as he spoke. "You know, first it's you, and then it's him, and then it's back to-" 


"And Tico's the net trying to stop it?" asked Kip, reaching over and shoving Reb to stop him as he rocked back 
toward him, before clapping his hands together and cracking up hard. Reb did, too. 


"Oooh-hoooo!" Richie leaned back in his seat and howled. 


‘Kip... Unable to keep a straight face, Rod just shook his head and sighed, before reaching over and slapping 
Paul on the back, after he choked on his drink. 


Even Jon couldn't keep himself from laughing that time. Not even as Tico fixed them all with a stinger of a look 


beneath his own grin 


‘Sorry, Teek, but that was good," he admitted. "Maybe | didn't make it ‘til today, but I'm gonna miss these guys 
when we split. I'd say it'd be boring, but | know better than that." 


"Yeah, and these two aren't giving me an easy time of it, considering most of it is for your own good," Tico 


retorted, before laughing too. 


“Alright. Out with it already!" demanded David, standing up and motioning for Richie and Rick to come up with 
him as they all recuperated. "Something's up. We know it!" 


"Sit down!" hissed Tico and Tom, pulling them all back down in their seats. Tico looked especially hilarious, having 


to use both arms on either side of himself like a tired parent. 


Eric blushed madly as he rapidly whipped his head to either side, giving both Fred and Jeff a world-class, silent 
look full of ‘dont you dare! Still under a haze of sleepiness, they'd been quietly-amused spectators up until that 
moment, and as curiosity and hopes of getting answers seemed to settle in their eyes, he wasn't about to 


have that change. 


Paul kindly stayed down without being told, though didn't hold back from laughing at the chaos about the table, 
to which Rod quietly sighed and gave him a weary, sidelong grin. 


Paul, youd better NOT.! 
Jon glanced up to Kip. "Are you cool with saying anything?" 


Kip turned his palms up and smirked. "Hey, ! got nothing I'm willing to be ashamed of. Just as long as you stick 
to your word. As long as you're going to this time, | think you're only causing yourself shame now." 


"Okay, okay." Though blushing, Jon held his hands up. "I guess our own bandmates know the whole story, and 
everyone has some idea that there's been some stuff going on, | guess. Some things in the past that weren't 
so great, and if you don't know the details, we don't need to discuss them now." 

‘Its all over and dealt with -for real, this time -and forgiven. That's what matters now. If you don't know, you 
don't need to. If you do, it's fine," said Kip, dismissing the looks of curiosity around the table in those he and 
Jon hadn't fully confided in, and nodding with a knowing smirk toward the smile Tom was holding back. 

"We've been working it out, and | think by now we're set on giving it one more try.” 


Cheers erupted around the table. This time, none teasing and all friendly. 


"Even while he's in Ireland -we'll see what happens," added Kip. Though not nearly as bad as Jon, even he was 


blushing slightly. 
"Congrats, you two. | hope it works out," said Tom quietly, now letting his smile through. "Really." 
Kip smiled back. "Thanks for being there." 


"You'd better make it work out, or he'll have to answer to me, too, Kip," joked Richie before playfully clapping 


Jon on the shoulder. 
“Alright, alright! Guys," warned Eric, pointing across the room. "Our waitress is coming; let's all quiet down!" 


"Oh, shit." Now it was David and Richie's turn to look embarrassed as the waitress gave them the majority of 


strange looks for their excessive noise while distributing plates around the table. 


"You guys gotta be careful, or the jokes'll turn around on you," warned Tom. 


Then he turned to Rick, making sure no one was left out of that condition. 


"Now no distractions -and no excuses left for them either. Eat! And finish at least half of what's on your plate 


before you start yapping with everyone else -or you will be the slow one!" 


Another round of laughter went around the table, as well as a couple of jokes between Tom, Richie, and Tico 
about guys from other bands they'd toured with who were notorious slow-eaters or food-inhalers at Rick's 


expense, before everything settled to a relative level of calm. 


And if anyone had another joking word to say about Jon and Kip, it wasn't spoken out loud the rest of the 
morning, or at least not noticeably. 


Not even when waiting for the waitress to come back and collect payment so they could leave, when Jon and 
Kip leaned against the back of the booth with their arms around each other's shoulders, and seemed to be 


enjoying it -and enjoying having each other's company in peace. 


On the tour schedule itself, it looked like the three-day break between Rhode Island on May first, and 
Pennsylvania on May the fourth would be a perfect chance. However, rather than staying in Rhode Island a 
night for down time, and a day ahead in Pennsylvania, Bon Jovi was scheduled to go back down to New Jersey 
for a stop back at home. With the next two months scheduled overseas, they had to get gear packed up and 


on a shipment route ahead of time. 


Also, their meetings with Doc McGhee at that time were going to be extended, because he'd come up with 
some big plan for an August visit to Moscow with however many other big acts he could get ahold of. 


Jon knew he wouldn't get out of it -not even a small part -but he tried asking Richard Bozzett before the 
Rhode Island show, to no avail. 


"You told Doc you wanted us to set up for Ireland and address tour plans further out over the next couple of 
Y P P P 
days. That's what he expected, and that's what he planned for, because you made that call -on your own And 
y P P y y 
you know that there can and will be surprises to discuss anytime we meet with management. So you'd better 


be there the whole time, Jon" 


So Jon was there, and the rest of the band had to stop in New Jersey too, for the extended plans further out 
into the year. Packing lasted most of the day on the second, and then on the third, they had the meeting, 
which was scheduled to start at 10:00 o'clock in the morning, to compensate for the additional plans to discuss 


before departure time. Though Jon wasn't alone in thinking it was more to add insult to injury. 


The meeting dragged out to six hours long, after what already would have taken four hours to get through 


took longer, because after an hour and a half, the entire band's attention spans were shot. Even Alec had 


joined Richie and David in an inability to sit still, or refrain from inserting jokes between Doc's every other 
thought, ranging from racy, to grossly childish. 


While Doc reined them in, Jon found himself looking to the clock, calculating how much time of the afternoon 
would be left if the meeting ended in the next half hour, and if they were to leave for Erie immediately 
without a single hang-up or hitch, how much time in the evening would be left on arrival, and if there was 
even the slightest possibility of seeing Kip before yet another pre-show rush. By the time he got through all 
the factors, Doc would have already gotten back on topic, and Jon -whilst cursing himself for also making it 
worse -would have to ask him to repeat what he'd missed. 


He was still doing it on autopilot through the last hour, even though he'd figured out by the third hour it very 
likely wouldn't happen, and tried to no avail to stop losing focus. At least by that point, Doc had taken to firmly 
slapping his hand down on the table in front of him to get his attention before resuming, after getting the 
others back on track. 


Jon was grumpy enough that he barely had it in him to call Tom from the bus and warn him what he and his 
bandmates were in for the next time they had their catch-up meeting with Doc. He decided to wait to call Kip 


until much later, when he'd be less likely to give him as long of a rant. 


Cinderella had gone back to Pennsylvania straight away again for their downtime. Erie was still on the opposite 
end of the state, but they'd have more time to work, and the drive from Philly wouldn't be as long as the one 
going straight in from Rhode Island. 


With that plan confirmed, Tom had kindly offered to host the night before again if it made it easier for Winger 
and their bus driver to have somewhat of a midway point, but with the drive from Philadelphia to Erie already 
being seven hours long under the best conditions, they all decided it was easier to knock out the full distance in 
a single, overnight trip. While the continuous time on the bus would be longer, it would be less total distance 
than with the two shorter drives, because they wouldn't have to go as far south to go west, and they didn't 


have the advantage of checking into their own studio. 


In hindsight, despite knowing he might have regretted the extra hassle later, part of Kip wished he'd taken Tom 
up on that offer. If Jon had only had to get as far as Philadelphia for the night, and they'd all driven out 
together again for Erie in the morning, one last night together before their tandem tour leg ended might have 
been a possibility. Or, at the very least, a chance to ride together again 


But, for better or worse, it wasn't. They'd both have to wait until July in Ohio, and knew it. With the space 
between towns so far apart and no stopping in overnight hotels, life was especially hectic before and after the 
shows again, and the crews were working double time by comparison to the last couple of weeks, to leave as 
little time after backstage meet and greets as possible. Everyone across the group felt a downward swing in 
mood since Maryland with the loss of extra time to enjoy being together outside of the regular backstage 


parties -Jon and Kip being no exception 


An attempt to sneak off with Kip at one point led to being caught by the crew twice, and another time by a 


few fans who had gotten past the barriers into the backstage portion of the venue that was off-limits, and 
had security chasing them down. Luckily, all three times were before they'd found a place to hide out, or do 
anything suggestive that might have made the news if seen 


Another reason, Jon supposed, why the coveted luck of breaking through and hitting massive success almost 
immediately had its drawbacks. Another reason for everything he'd said when he and Kip had their second long 
talk, way back in Savannah. Another reason why he questioned more and more taking a hiatus from the band 
at the end of the tour. To let himself do more than barely hang on to the other half of himself caught up in 
the massive frontman role he'd found himself in. It wasn't just his sanity he'd nearly lost at some point, 
without noticing. 


And he didn't want to lose either again. 


As soon as everything was packed up after the show in Erie, the busses had to take off immediately in the 


early morning hours to make it on time for the next night's show -the last show -in Troy. 


From there, after that show, Bon Jovi would immediately be driven to the airport to take off for Ireland, ahead 
of their remaining stage equipment that would be sent after by freight. Leaving Winger and Cinderella to wait 
for their equipment to get packed up, ahead of another long, overnight trip to Portland. 


It was in the short wait for a set of hired, airport transit vans Richard had lined up, that Jon and Kip finally 
got a chance with each other. Not much beyond an extended goodbye, or later, as Kip said that he preferred 
it. 


As Jon preferred it, too. 


"You're gonna leave me right before | got a fifteen hour ride to Maine," Kip teased. "You're giving me the 


longest ride we've had all to myself so that | have to think about you not being here again 


"If it makes you feel any better, l'm flying across the pond tonight," offered Jon, with a sheepish grin. "Call you 
tomorrow night if we don't get hung up with something ridiculous?" 


This time, not only had Jon made sure the number of Kip's bus was secured before departure where it 


wouldn't get lost -he'd gotten it over a week ahead, and had since memorized it. 


In return, Jon had given Kip a copy of his itinerary through May and June. He put a star by the times he 
expected he'd be most likely to manage making a call. He put question marks by times that might work, but 


depended on factors he wouldn't know about until closer to that time. 


They'd also thought to give each other direct road mail addresses this time. With more experience on the road 
since the last time they'd parted ways with intent of making further contact, they'd both become less naive to 
the potential ways for phone-only contact to go wrong, far beyond someone forgetting to call. Jon didn't know 


what his overseas number on the bus was going to be, so he could only call Kip until he could give him that 


number. That was assuming the bus phone he'd have in Ireland was one capable of outgoing international calls 
rather than receiving-only, when it was entirely possible it wouldn't be -making calling from hotels with ever- 
changing numbers his best bet. But if Kip had to switch busses for an unforeseen reason, like a mechanical 
problem, before Jon arrived in Ireland, that number wouldn't work, and then neither of them would know how 
to call. 

Now, as they gave their final parting remarks for the time being, Kip returned Jon a schedule of his continuing 
itinerary, where he'd highlighted estimated time spans in which they were supposed to be on the bus and in 
transit between stops. 

‘Its a long way back down from Maine to Connecticut. We'll be on the bus the whole night. Don't be shy," 
teased Kip, "just because | used to wear fangs, | won't bite if you call and it's like 6:30 because of the time 


difference. Reb's the one who'll bite you for waking him up too early, not me." 


Jon cracked up. "Aw, man. No, good to know, though | think I'd worry more about both of you biting me if | 


chickened out over that." 

Kip feigned an evil grin. "At that, | might!" 

"| promise you won't have to," said Jon, "and I'll deserve it if you do." He turned serious, hearing Richard calling 
in the distance that the vans had arrived, and the crew already had them half-loaded with their luggage. "Okay, 
tick-tock.. Definitely, I'll talk to you sometime this week" 


"And I'll see you again in Ohio." 


After a final, goodbye kiss, which involved a nip of teeth against Jon's lower lip to humor him, Kip smirked, 


somewhere between amused and mischievous as Jon brushed his hair back from his face. 

"What are you doing?" 

"Getting one last good look at you before | can't for awhile.” 

With a playfully clawed hand, Kip reached up, but then ever-so-gently lifted Jon's curly bangs up. 
"Then let me, too -you're always covered up!" 


Jon giggled spontaneously before he could stop it, and blushed as he playfully pretended to try to smack Kip's 
hands away in protest, before gazing up in thought. 


"Thought you were about to claw it out there," he said, semi-jokingly. "I think that's the first time I've had 
someone do that who didn't pull it to death." 


He didn't mention that the younger, vampire-like Kip had pulled, but felt the difference that stood out, far 


greater than before. Highlighting the changes they'd both had. 


This time truly was different. The past had been intended to be special, as Jon's broken promise went, but now, 


it already was. 


Richard shouted, and Kip's driver blasted the bus horn None of their bandmates had given them trouble if 
they had been watching their bid of farewells, but they were about to be in another kind of trouble if they 
didn't split soon, as Kip put it. 


Neither felt the need to say ‘| love you' aloud, but both felt it whispered in the wind as they parted ways for 


the last time -at least for awhile. 


To Kip, it felt more real, as he climbed back onto his bus, than it ever had as he'd walked back to Alice's, 


years ago. 


It was hard to believe how many miles away Miami was, where he'd started his journey with Jon at the end of 
Interstate 95 -as much as how much had charged since then. From the start of the seemingly endless road. 


And now, as he was hours out from reaching the opposite end of that road, they were miles apart again. 
With the drive underway, and night hours creeping on, Rod retreated to his bunk early to take advantage of 
having a drive long enough to get a significant amount of sleep, despite the delay in getting there the road 
often caused. Reb seemed to favor that option himself, so when Kip headed for the back lounge, not feeling 
quite ready to go to sleep himself, he found himself alone with Paul for the first time in a couple of weeks. 
He sat, quiet in thought, and not paying much attention, until he felt Paul nudge his side. 

"Hey." 


A low chuckle, once refocusing on his surroundings. "Hey, yourself" 


"How are you doing?" Unlike just a month prior, Paul wasn't foo serious, but his playful side was subdued with 


gentle concern. 


"Pretty well, actually," Kip admitted, after a moment's thought. "I'm just about set to think half the night, but 
l'm not as worried as | thought | might be." 


"That's good." Paul grinned subtly to himself, but he didn't tease. 
Crazy as the last month had been, and as it seemed at the start, he hoped it did work out. Same as Richie, 
David, and Rick -and Tom in his constant battle to keep them from playing around and teasing too much, once 


the initial tension had worked itself out. 


Tonight, there wasn't tension. Just an emptiness that came with the first night apart after some time. 


Something they all were used to, but not everyone could become used to -as Paul knew all too well. 


Being used to it didn't always make it easier either, particularly when there was the chance of facing the 


consequences of it. 
So it took him awhile to speak up, almost until Kip had lost himself in his thoughts again. 
"Could we get some work done on this song?" 


"Which one?" Kip moved across the back lounge to the other couch, to sit next to Paul. "The one we last 


checked in on a couple months ago?" 


"Well, | can show you my progress on that too. | was thinking about ‘Miles Away’, since we decided we'd do it 
this next album. Though now that | think of it, with the timing tonight.. If that's rubbing the past in too much, 


we can hold of on it," Paul offered. 


"No, we can do it" After a moment, Kip raised his eyebrows in thought. "Actually, | think it might be a way to 
put some of the past to bed, if it's not gonna repeat." 


"Well." Paul looked up in thought and sighed, almost in relief. 

/ was hoping it might be. 

"Then itll have done that for both of us, in different ways -if it doesn't 

Kip neglected to finish Paul's intended condition -that it would be in the same way if the past did repeat. 


"So, what's going on with it that's new? | know the rest of us have to add our parts when the time comes to 
record -but that's your song, Paul, so | don't want to change the structure up too much, unless you do it. | 


already had my chance to take whatever liberties | wanted last time around" 


‘I've just been looking at how we're gonna make it significantly different from ‘Without the Night when it's 
based on the same structure, and adding instrumental parts to it, to set it apart. There's this keyboard thing 
I've worked out all the way through, and | know you're gonna want to hear that, because you'll know better 


than me how the bass line should change around it, too.” 


"Yeah, | was thinking | might tweak that if we decided we still need to make it more different -that oughta 
make a difference -even though they'll still sound like the same song, as they should, staying true to your 


writing.” 


"With two different mindsets toward the situation," Paul added, with a rueful smile. "Rod's already listened and 
thought about where it should really kick in and hit differently. That'll have to wait until we're back in the 
studio to really let you hear and decide. Other than that, | think if we just turn it over to Reb and let him 


throw in a solo different enough that fits it, itd be ready." 


Kip shrugged. "It's your song, and you know how you want it to sound. I'll make sure everything fits together 
well, but I'm not dictating it” 


Reaching down to the storage area under the couch they were on -the couch that didn't fold down -Paul 
pulled the portable practice keyboard out and hoisted it into his lap. 


Taped to one corner was a note reminding him to get replacement batteries for it whenever he had the 
chance. He turned the power on and pressed a few keys to make sure the two-month old batteries were stil 


strong enough, and that the pitch wasn't wonky with waning power. 


It was a bit staticky, but nothing that prevented Paul from being able to show it to Kip. If anything, it almost 
filled in the sound and made up for the lack of reverb and pedal effects Paul would have on a proper keyboard 
in the studio, later, as he began playing the completed, two-handed, complex melody. 


It was a faster pace than the last time he'd played a different variation to the base progression, giving less 


sensation of lament, and more of acceptance. 


While not intended in the words Paul had written to it, or the song itself, for Kip, it also carried understanding. 
Something that seemed to say everything would be fine, regardless of what happened, and gave a sense of 


hope that took the edge of the uncertainty of the night ahead. 
Turning it into something he didn't once again wish to be without. 


Meanwhile, Jon lay in a foldout bed, finally beginning to feel the heavy-lidded sensation of sleep being within his 


reach, a little under an hour into the journey to Ireland. 


The plane was crossing over the last stretch of solid ground thousands of feet beneath it, and beginning its 
trans-Atlantic trek of hours over endlessly-stretching water, that rippled as much as his energy, until the 
tide of sleep inched its way further up on him, and it was easier to focus on the white noise of the engines 


instead of the thoughts in his head. 


As the edges of the world were growing softer, Jon heard tunes try to sneak their way into his semi- 
conscious stream of thought to play, distorted in the echoing of the wind around the metal tube of the 
aircraft. A few cycled around, but after a few variations, made its way back to the same, vaguely familiar one 


that he knew he hadn't heard before. 


In his pre-dream state, Jon couldn't decipher the words. They were muffled over by the haze over the dream 
world and the static of background noise filling it. The tune was similar enough to another song he'd heard Kip 
play, albeit, he could get enough of a feeling despite the obscured sound to believe the words were different, 


as were certain parts of the instrumental melody. 


Logically, he knew the uncannily similar tune was only in his head, probably by his subconscious processing the 
last show of that stretch of the tour, and sticking in some sound he associated with Kip, because he was 


thinking of him more than his other friends he'd left behind. 


However, he couldn't help but feel it was some sign. Some form of connection he'd never sensed before - 


perhaps even Kip wasn't aware of -and one that was still there, even as they grew more distant. 
Ím still here, Jon replied to it silently -or meant to. 


He realized he'd murmured it semi-coherently when a patch of turbulence shook the nose of the plane from 
side to side, bringing him to a momentary, greater sense of himself and his surrounding. Just a gentle shake, 
which almost reminded Jon of how a dog would shake a toy, albeit far less violently. Nothing scary or 
uncomfortable, and nothing that bothered him, aside from the faint melody slipping from his subconscious and 


going silent in the air noise. 


He lifted his wrist and checked his watch, squinting through hazy vision to make out the hands. One hour after 
the time it read after takeoff, and the time he'd set it to then -the correct number of hours ahead for the 


change of zones -certainly wasn't yet correct. 


At least five more hours until arrival at Heathrow, and likely some time longer, accounting for the line there 


would be to land. 


So Jon closed his eyes, waited for that elusive, in-air deep sleep to hit as the miles multiplied between himself 
and Kip. 


As he slid back into the semi-conscious state, the faint tune came back, slowly lulling him off this time with 


its safe, reassuring feeling. 
And the next, gentle shake of the fuselage sent him floating off the final ledge of awareness. 


The next night, with everything packed and ready to go, Kip made his way onto the bus, for yet another long 
overnight trip, from Portland back down to New Haven. 


With several back-to-back long trips, he was looking forward to the next night off in a hotel for extra rest. 
They'd have a show in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and they'd have one night off before their show in Binghamton, 
New York. 


Only one night off wouldn't be too much down time too soon to notice the sudden absence in their touring 


group. He was grateful for that, too; knowing the phone call from Ireland might not come for a few days, 


depending on how things went for Jon, just with road logistics. 


As long as it came at all. The first phone call -or backup letter -was what everything between him and Jon 


being able to hold up through inevitable time apart depended on, now. 


It was already pushing on toward 4:00 in the morning by the time Winger got back to the bus. Not having Bon 
Jovi with them as the main headliner meant a later start to their performance, and that the post-show 


excitement pushed further into the early morning behind it than it had in awhile. 


Unlike the previous night, there wasn't much reason to sit up longer. It was already far later, and sitting up 
wasn't going to guarantee when that first phone call would come. If it came any later, the bus driver would 


just have to shout for Kip, which he'd already agreed to on previous discussion 


Kip was just getting ready to make his way to his bunk for the night, when the driver called from up front, 
just as he'd promised he would if a call came in. 


"Hey, Kip, are you up? You got someone on the phone up here for youl” 


For once, jet lag had worked out perfectly for Jon Ordinarily, 8:30 wouldn't have been a preferable wakeup 
time, and unless he couldn't sleep or didn't have a choice, he'd try for an extra half-hour at the very least. 
But, having an extra day to wait for the equipment that couldn't be sent early to make it over on cargo meant 


he could crash early the next night, and he was jet lagged enough that he wanted to. 


Even with getting more sleep than he almost ever did on the road, aside from similar occasions, he woke up 


earlier in the day than usual on his own, with plenty of extra time before he was expected to be somewhere. 


And a quick glance down to the itinerary he'd placed on the nightstand behind his own told him that Kip should 


have been getting on the bus sometime in the next half hour, if not already. 

Maybe he could not only manage a call just one night after, but also manage to get it while Kip was still awake. 
Jon hadn't expected tension he hadn't felt since their first successful talk in Savannah to come up on him like a 
building tidal wave while the phone dialed in less-familiar, international dial tones. Maybe, he suspected, he 
deserved it. 

But the wave crashed and left nothing but a more positive nervousness -excitement -buzzing in his stomach, 
rather than twisting into knots, when the driver picked up, and told him to hold on a moment when he asked 
for Kip. While he leaned against the headboard of the bed, heart fluttering in anticipation, and the sun 
streaming in the window as it came out from behind a cloud. 


Almost like something in a dream, but this time, it was all real. 


A happy smirk crossed Kip's face before he could even register it, or turn around to walk up the aisle toward 


the front. 


"Expecting a call?" asked the driver, holding the phone out to him, and not even needing the answer when he 


saw the look on Kip's face. 

"Well, whadya know?" Kip said, playfulness tinting his flat accent, pitched even lower than usual in an effort to 
keep his voice down while Reb, Paul, and Rod were settling into bed. "You called even sooner than | thought you 
might." 

"Did | call too late for you over there?" 

Even miles away with no sight of it, Jon could see the smirk on Kip's mouth staying in place, as his eyes 
softened to something more loving, as the trust once damaged solidified in its healed state. Not only fully given 
to him, but no longer fearing being broken again 


"You called just in time." 


And Jon smiled too. 


I5. Here to Make My Night Complete 


Author's Notes: 

Well, | never did recover my speed after losing my original document for this, but I'll never leave a prompt 
unfinished, and two years later, I'm limping to the finish line just as | begin work on this year's prompts. | 
enjoyed coming up with the storyline, all its extended metaphors, and its progression, despite the setbacks and 
difficulty getting everything properly expressed in writing. Anyway... This is all for this story here (Seventeen 
content chapters including the prologues -what a coincidencel), but if you're a member on A03, there'll be an 
eighteenth non-story chapter | can't post here, because | figured I'd add my notes of tracing the routes 
between tour date locations from the TourDateSearch website -and how | planned some of the plot around 
time in transit .. just for kicks. Took a hot minute to get the gaps filled in after applications went in due to a 
few weeks of extra late nights at work, but the ending dialogue section has been something I've had in my 
sight the whole "drive" of this story. Hope everyone enjoyed this -thanks for being patient with all the delays.. 
| guess coming full circle with two years since | started working this one, its happy Ficmas to BaronZemo once 


again, too! 


Four weeks -and twelve phone calls later, which was a number better than he and Kip had both expected even 
with careful planning to ensure the possibility of a few -Jon was smiling softly to himself as the connecting 
plane from a landing in New Jersey touched down in Columbus, Ohio. Just a few miles outside Thornville, where 


he'd reunite with Kip again. 


Mentally, he was counting down to that, alongside a shorter countdown to how long it would take before 
Richard Bozzett began snapping for everyone to wake up and get moving as soon as the plane came to a stop. 
Which, considering it had been a peaceful flight, was inevitable. As far as touring life went for Bon Jovi, either 
everyone slept on the plane and it was quiet, or everyone was awake and causing a ruckus or having an 


occasional turbulence party the whole time. No in-betweens. 
And Jon was grateful enough to have a restful flight, without knowing for certain what the night would bring. 


Akron was less than two hours away, which meant an overnight hotel stay, even with a travel period in the 


early afternoon, and Jon and Kip had planned on using it to advantage. 

If time apart had brought back any previous uncertainty Kip had from the rough start in Florida, there 
weren't any signs his bandmates could detect. After the first few calls, there was no sign Kip was worrying 
about whether or not another would come, even when things got busy and close to a week passed without one. 
And he seemed plenty relaxed along the drive into Ohio, knowing that Jon would be there. 


He wasn't too nervous to take a nap before the show, while Bon Jovi were still arriving and unpacking. 


Just in case, Reb knocked on the wall next to where Kip lay while looking down at him. Kip could conceal quite a 


bit of anxiety before it became more than he could hide, but Reb knew his subtle tells well enough, and when 
to look for them. 


"Shuddup, ‘m sleepin’," Kip murmured, causing Reb to chuckle as he fell back into his sleep breathing pattern 


without so much as a twitch. 


No tell-tale restlessness or inability to find a comfortable position told Reb all he needed to know, before he 


found a spot to crash on his own, confident enough that Kip would be alright when Jon came back around. 


Jon strategically got himself ready as quickly as possible on arrival, rather than taking his time when he could. 
He knew he'd have better luck getting worthwhile time to reunite with Kip after the show, rather than pushing 
to find him while he and his bandmates were trying to get ready. Being prepared well ahead of the pre-show 

rush for his own performance, Jon camped himself out in the tunnel leading offstage as the ending of Winger's 


performance approached. 


He'd memorized the setlist and knew when their time onstage was getting near the end, as the final song began. 
That was when he'd planned to take his place, rather than so early that Richard was certain to notice Jon was 


missing and get upset. 


For the price of a bearable amount of teasing, the night before, Richie had agreed to cover for him if his 


wandering off was noticed, too. 

‘Uh-oh, youre gonna get caught, and youre gonna be in BIG trouble this time!" 

Jon had sighed and started to put his hands on his hips. "You know what, Richie-" 
But Richie had already dropped his act and switched to a more geruine smile. 


‘No, just kidding, man. Serious. If he asks, we'll find something to hold him off for at least ten minutes. Weill try 
giving him a bunch of questions. Get him going on a rant over stuff he's already told us! Or if that doesn’t work, itil 
be on me. Hl fell him | fold you to find Paul and ask how much clearance there is between where they set the 
keyboards up and the edge of the stage, so | know how much | have to watch for it." 


Richie had nearly fallen off the stage a week ago, having stepped backward while exchanging playfully with 
David, unaware of how little room he had. He was saved from a great deal of embarrassment, and at the very 
least, lots of bruising, only because a security guard was beside the stage right there at the right moment to 
stick a hand out and steady him when he started to teeter over the edge. While Richie had been pretty good 
about not putting himself between the keyboard and the edge since then, whenever the two were close, at 
least it didn't sound entirely made up. 


Trusting a hundred percent that Richie would try to hold Richard off his case, and trusting as much as he 
could that Richard would stay patient enough for his attempts to work, Jon waited as he heard Winger hit 
their last note of the night and give their thanks and farewells to the audience. 


Similar to the night in Miami that started it all, Kip came off the stage disheveled from wild performance. Yet 
even in July, the dryer heat of Ohio and the lowland breeze didn't suck the life out of Kip as sticky, southern 
Florida had in April. If anything, it seemed to have pushed more life into him as the night went on, and charged 


him up for what was to come. 


Jon reached out and grabbed at Kip's shoulder, once again, too firmly to be a mistake, but in a way that none 


could have mistaken as that of a hysterical groupie. 


And just as he had in Miami, Kip flinched and turned around in surprise, with instant recognition of who had 
grabbed at him. Not with a stricken flash taking the already-faded light from his eyes, or a nauseous, 
overwhelmed look taking over, this time. Real excitement was all Jon saw. Maybe with a slightly seductive hint 


creeping in. 


‘Its a hell of a show you put on," Jon remarked, repeating his words from the last time they'd found each 
other that way. 


This time, also playful, rather than ridden with guilty tension. If he'd had a mirror, he guessed he'd see some 
of the same excitement on his own face, despite his remaining resolve to not push too hard. 


Kip smirked, before flashing his signature smile and brushing away the damp, flyaway strands of hair hanging 


over his eyes. 
"Thanks. I'd like to think so. Considering my previous gig set that bar pretty high." 
"You weren't at the front of that one," said Jon. 


And its not what most people will remember you for. My failure included. But Id remember you this time, even if 
you weren't at the front of this one. 


"See you tonight then?" Kip knew better than to drag the meeting in the tunnel out with the rush of 
Cinderella's crew trying to get through to the wings of the stage ahead of the band's entry. 


Jon just smiled before turning away to make his way safely back to his own place, before it became a problem. 
"You bet," he said, and it was a promise. 

This time, it was Kip who caught him over the shoulder with a hand, just as emphatically as he might have in 
the forgotten past, and who turned him around to sneak a fast, but exhilarating kiss in parting, which left Jon's 


tongue tingling with the sensation of where Kip's teeth had closed in -painlessly, but with undeniable presence. 


Even in July, the dryer heat of Ohio and the lowland breeze didn't suck the life out of Kip as sticky, southern 
Florida had in April. If anything, it had charged him up further. 


His wild looks were not the wild looks he'd had years ago, that one night when he'd still been with Alice. No 
pitch-black dyed hair, no eyeliner against translucent concealer to fit in with the vampire-horror theme, no 


fake blood around his mouth and in small, strategically-realistic smears on scuffed black leather. 
Now, even with messy hair and thin, cheeks flushed bright pink with exhilaration, and ripped tank top sliding off 


one shoulder to leave little to imagine, Kip looked gentle by comparison standing before Jon and in sneaking their 


last kiss until the end of the night. 


Even more was the case, once he finally did arrive at Jon's hotel door, where Jon already waited outside in the 


hall, door cracked open, even at the risk of inviting chaos before Kip got to him, cleaned up and in street attire. 


His softened looks were deceptive. It wouldn't take long for Jon to find out that the difference in look made no 


difference in performance beyond the stage either. 

Perhaps Kip had been gentler when Jon took him first, particularly in not digging his nails in when he grabbed 
his hands around Jon's shoulders, looking him in the eyes. But after that, when he flipped Jon over and crawled 
over top of him, his wild spirit was stronger than ever, and Jon knew that despite lack of any pain, there'd be 
a mark on him he'd be glad to carry, once again. 

"You alright?" Kip only hesitated at Jon's yelp in surprise over how fast their positions turned. 

But Jon huffed a sigh with a blissful smile and shook sweaty curls from the sides of his face. 

"Yeah. Ready. Take me. Please." 

"You asked.. Now you're gonna get it." 

Time and looks made no difference, though, something else did. 

No longer would Jon consider the one night in 1986 his first with Kip. For better or worse, the first time he'd 
truly met up with Kip was in Miami. He'd let the thrill of newly-found headliner status blur the lines of seeing 
him as the different one, despite all intentions otherwise. 

And tonight, there was no question to where Kip's stage persona -if there was one -stopped, and where his 
true self began. The claws and vampire looks were out of the equation, and everything he'd come to know Kip 
for was something he could recognize as real, and certainly not the result of being wound up by a show. 
Playfulness, passion without the disguise of aggression brought on by the prior distortions, and finally, when 
Jon felt Kip finish and felt his vision fade out with euphoria for the second time that night from another 


perspective, and then settled to lay beside each other, he saw love without a speck of hesitation 


This time, laying beside each other afterward, there was no question hanging ominously as to what would come 


next. They'd found a way to stay together with an ocean in between, and they would find one again 


And finally, Jon was able to forgive himself too, and let go of fear of repeating the past, and truly enjoy the 


moment without a thought aside from where he was. 

"Get tired?" Kip smirked at Jon. Something in between teasing, tiredness of his own, and satisfaction 
"You wish," Jon teased back, trying to feign for a moment being less tired than he was. 

Kip raised an eyebrow. "Oh, do |?" 


Jon relaxed his shoulders more -letting himself sink down lower on his pillow, and letting himself lean more 


heavily against Kip's side. 

"| hope." 

Both smirked tiredly this time. They could tell, even laying on their backs and up at the ceiling together, taking 
occasional glances toward the window, which at least had a view of the night sky, even if the city lights dulled 


out the stars. 


"We have a show tomorrow, too," Kip quipped. "Guess we'd better not do each other in entirely. /f we haven't 


already." 


I'm not worried about that. We've both recovered from less enjoyable things in time for the next show, and | 


won't regret dragging myself onstage if | end up having to." 


Kip wheezed with laughter before Jon settled him with another round of kissing, and trying to take revenge on 
pulling apart with a nip of his own teeth to Kip's lips. 


"Going for blood?" Kip stifled a final, tired snicker. 


"Funny," Jon murmured. "Last time, you had fake blood all around your mouth. Made you look like you were in 


for the kill. Though, | can't say not looking like it made a difference here." 
"| don't use that stuff anymore," said Kip casually. "| don't exactly have a great history with it" 


Jon managed a grin that was more a wince of sympathy and self-deprecating humor for bringing it up. "I'd say 
not." 


"Could be worse. Probably not the worst thing to happen to me, once it all turned out." Kip exhaled a laugh. 


"Even if it was one of the most painful -could certainly have done with a better experience there." 


"Actually." Jon rolled onto his side to face Kip. "I like it better that you don't use it anymore. And not just for 


that 


Kip stayed on his back, but slowly turned his head to the side to gaze across at Jon past messy strands of 


hair. He smirked and raised an eyebrow inquisitively. 

"Because now | can see your smile unobstructed," Jon continued, reaching out to push back the cowlick 
obstructing the quizzical look he'd never known in the false beginning, that had become one of his favorites. 
Just as it gave way to a real, unmistakable smile 


"| can see you" 


The real you, went unspoken. Kip, who would never fade into the crowd that infiltrated backstage lounges and 
the back of the bus, night after night in each town. 


"And you're not getting lost from my sight ever again’ 

And Jon could tell that Kip could see him too, and know for sure he meant it 

"Alice oughta get a kick out of that -1 haunt you better without all the show" 

"You'll haunt me for sure after this. And | wouldn't have it any other way." Jon slipped his arm under Kip's 
back, making himself comfortable for a night together as Kip propped his bad knee up over Jon's legs, putting 


them in position to curl together effortlessly. 


True to his promise, despite having to step out, Jon had held the door open this time, just as he would 
continue to. He hadn't left Kip to slip out the door stealthily and move on unresolved. 


And however many times life on the road would lead him to step in and out the backdoor of love, Jon would be 
damned if he ever let it fall from his hold and slam shut again 


